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 Past research in intercultural communication and the acculturation process focuses little 
on the experiences of professional athletes. To increase scholarship in intercultural communica-
tion, this study explored how women playing indoor volleyball professionally experienced the 
acculturation process within international leagues, as well as how that process impacted their 
perception of their performance, adding another dimension and perspective to existing literature. 
 This exploration used phenomenological methodology to find major themes. In this 
study, seven professional indoor volleyball players from the United States and Canada, compet-
ing and living in Europe at the time, were interviewed. Participants were selected on whether or 
not they had signed a professional athletic contract overseas in women's indoor volleyball.   
 The analysis produced four themes of what athletes experienced during the acculturation 
process: 1) out of place; 2) relationships; 3) expectations; 4) foreigners vs. locals and one theme 
of how that process affected their perceived performance: 5) initial adjustment, which included 
adjusting to differences in coaching style and level of league.  
 The overall acculturation experience of the athletes was challenging but rewarding. The 
first theme out of place described how the majority of athletes experienced the feelings of dis-
comfort, confusion and awkwardness when interacting with the host culture. The second theme 
relationships describes the impact of relationships on the athlete, how athletes interact with their 
support system from home and with relationships in the host culture. The third theme expecta-
tions highlights the standards of performance the professional team’s coach and managers have 
for the seven professional athletes interviewed. The fourth theme foreigners versus locals 
demonstrates the division of athletes that occurs on each participants professional team. The for-
eigners consist of any team members not from the host country and the locals are team members 
from the host country. The final theme, initial adjustment, which consisted of differences in 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
“My entire life I dreamed of being a professional athlete, and that was my ultimate goal—to 
make the national team and play professionally… it’s a difficult life to live. But it means a lot to 
me, especially just ‘cause I know I’m making the younger version of myself proud.”  
           — Autumn, Turkey 
 In the 2014/2015 high school year, volleyball surpassed basketball in overall participation 
in young women in the United States (NFHS, 2015). Two years following this, there were almost 
thirty five thousand more young women participating in volleyball than basketball. Since 2010, 
basketball participation has decreased by over twenty seven thousand, while volleyball has in-
creased by over forty six thousand. This makes volleyball the fastest growing team sport for 
young women, second of all sports in overall participation behind the individually-focused track 
and field (NFHS, 2015). Playing volleyball provides post-secondary opportunities to young 
women to have their education completely or partially funded through scholarships, network 
among other athletes and athletic program donors, as well as potentially compete professionally 
following college. Playing professionally allows athletes to play their sport as a career, receiving 
compensation for their athletic ability. It is a highly valuable experience that only 3.9% of all 
young women who play high school volleyball get to experience (NCAA, 2018). To put it in per-
spective, only 17,387 of 444,779 young women went on to play at the collegiate level after high 
school in the 2017/2018 school year (NFHS, 2018; Irick, 2018). 
"2
 The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is “member-led organization dedi-
cated to the well-being and lifelong success of college athletes” (NCAA, 2019). It is an organiza-
tion that oversees the process of recruiting players to ensure their safety and well-being by im-
plementing rules for colleges, coaching staff and athletes to follow while the athlete is in high 
school and while the athlete is enrolled at the institution. While collegiate teams have the NCAA 
to protect the athletes, professional volleyball has the International Volleyball Federation (FIVB). 
According to the FIVB code of conduct, players are considered members of the FIVB organiza-
tion and must be treated according to Code of Conduct guidelines (FIVB, 2004). Much like the 
NCAA, these FIVB guidelines include protecting the athletes’ well-being, physical and mental 
health. NCAA rules create a process for student-athletes while transitioning from high school to 
collegiate athletics and better prepares the student-athlete for what to expect as a collegiate ath-
lete. The transition from collegiate volleyball to professional international volleyball is more 
complicated than the transition from high school to collegiate athletics in America due to the ma-
jority of professional volleyball opportunities being overseas. Within the FIVB Code of Conduct 
and Sports Regulations, there are no guidelines to for athletes to aid in the transition from one 
culture to another (FIVB, 2018). In past empirical research, there is little analysis conducted on 
the athletes acculturation experience. This can potentially find a new dimension of acculturation 
to add to existing cultural research.   
 In this thesis I examine the experiences of seven North American women and their transi-
tion to live and compete professionally in indoor volleyball leagues overseas in a country other 
than their own. In other words, the acculturation process of these women are analyzed. The goal 
of this study is to gain an understanding of the current intercultural experience of North Ameri-
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can women competing internationally in indoor volleyball and determine what themes emerge 
during their acculturation experience. The study also explores whether the ease or difficulty of 
the acculturation process affects the athlete’s perceived athletic performance.  
 As one of the fastest growing team sport for young women in North America (NCAA, 
2019), the opportunity to play professionally overseas continues to grow, emphasizing the cur-
rent gap in athlete-focused acculturation studies. In order to grasp an understanding of this, this 
study harnessed a phenomenological approach by using semi-structured interviews to allow par-
ticipants to share experiences important to them. The data was analyzed for apparent themes 
across participants’ experiences to answer the following research questions:  
1.1 Research Questions: 
RQ1: What is the acculturation experience of North American women playing professional vol-
leyball while living and competing overseas in a different host culture and high performing cul-
ture? 
and 
RQ2: How does the ease or difficulty of acculturation affect the athlete’s perceived level of ath-
letic performance? 
 This introductory section introduced the growth of indoor volleyball within young 
women in high school and how it provides opportunities for women into college and beyond into 
professional athletic careers. It outlines the simple transition from high school to college and the 
lack of knowledge in the transition from collegiate athletics to a professional career. In order to 
"4
analyze the unique experience of these athletes, a phenomenological approach is applied to culti-
vate rich, qualitative data through semi-structured interviews where participants share memories 
and thoughts most significant to them. Before past literature on the acculturation process and re-
lated studies in culture shock and organizational culture are explained, the following section will 
define the key terms that appear throughout this study.  
1.2 Definition of Key Terms 
Professional athlete 
 An important distinction in this study is the difference between the collegiate athlete and 
the professional athlete since we are analyzing the less explored experience of an athlete’s post-
collegiate career. In this study, professional athletes will be defined as athlete’s who receive 
compensation for their athletic ability to perform on a team within a national and/or international 
professional league, as paraphrased from the top two consistent definitions in over 91 studies an-
alyzed by Swann, Morgan, and Piggott (2015). 
 
Athletic performance  
 A professional athlete is someone who receives compensation for their athletic perfor-
mance. Some describe athletic performance as a variable in determining the victory of the con-
test (Jones & Howe, 2005), while others say it is the measurement to compare competitors 
(Loland, 2002). As Carwyn Jones and Cassie Wilson (2009) concluded,  
…the main ingredient in sport, namely athletic performance, is a complex and mul-
tifaceted one that is neither easily specifiable nor measurable. Each individual sport has 
"5
its own conception of the range of skills and abilities to be tested when trying to secure 
victory, (131).  
 Due to the multifaceted nature of performance, in this study athletic performance will be 
defined as the athlete’s perception of their ability to execute skills, game plans and adjustments. 
This perception is an individual analysis of whether the athlete believes they did well in competi-
tion and practice, by reflecting on their execution of cognitive and physical skills during compe-
tition or practice. 
 
Host Culture 
 Since this study is centered around the acculturation process of adjusting from one cul-
ture to another, culture must be defined. This thesis will use Cruickshank and Collins’ (2012) de-
finition, where they consider culture to be “a dynamic process characterized by the shared val-
ues, beliefs, expectations and practices across the members and generations of a defined 
group” (p.340). In this thesis, there will be two separate cultures the athletes are exposed to dur-
ing their transition, the host culture of the country they are competing in and the high performing 
culture they are training and playing in. 
High performing culture  
 Professional athletes receiving compensation for their athletic ability perform at a high 
level and because of this, the culture of the training facility in which they practice or play reflects 
that high level of skill. This thesis also uses their concept of “high performing” culture where 
group members’ have shared values, beliefs, expectations, and practices that “a) support sus-
"6
tained optimal performance; b) persist across time in the face of variable results (i.e., wins, loss-
es, ties); and, most importantly, c) lead to consistent high performance” (Cruickshank & Collins, 
2012, p.5). This high performing culture can also be called gym culture. This definition is neces-
sary to portray that the athletes are adjusting to both a new host culture and high performing cul-
ture when continuing their athletic career overseas.  
Acculturation 
 In an in-depth review of acculturation literature, Lakey (2003) uncovers how accultura-
tion can have multiple definitions, depending on the perspective it is being studied through. In 
this thesis, the acculturation process will be explained using Kim’s (1982) definition, where it is 
defined as: 
 an interactive and continuous process that evolves in and through the   
 communication of an immigrant with the new sociocultural environment. The   
 acquired communication competence, in turn, reflects the degree of that  
 immigrant’s acculturation (p380). 
 Therefore, acculturation is simply the adjustment process an individual goes through 
while relocating to a new place or space of culture. The success of acculturation depends on mul-
tiple communication-based factors. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
So the first practice I showed up, it was the first day, and it was all German, so that was kind of 
crazy too, because I never learned any German. I was pretty lost. 
Hailey, Spain (reflecting on her experience in Austria) 
 The experience transitioning from one culture to another—the acculturation process—
gives insight on what to expect from athletes transitioning into a new host culture and high per-
forming culture.  The acculturation process and studies on organizational culture are highlighted 
in the literature review to provide an understanding on high-performing culture and a back-
ground on what has been done in the study of acculturation. First, acculturation is covered to 
provide a better understanding of the main process being analyzed in this study. Following that, 
organizational culture will give insight to how a team operates together, and the impacts of posi-
tive and negative environments on the individuals within it. Literature on culture shock—a sig-
nificant part of the acculturation process—is highlighted next. Culture shock literature mainly 
focuses on the experiences of international students, Americans traveling abroad for work, and 
less often international student athletes competing in American colleges. Studies on international 
students and Americans traveling abroad for work analyze individuals experiencing a new cul-
ture and their results serve as insight for what to look for in and compare to the experiences of 
North American women who play professional volleyball overseas. In each population, the ac-
culturation process gave individuals difficulty, especially at the beginning of their transition. Fi-
nally, the literature review will end with the limited intercultural studies on athletes to show how 
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this process has affected populations of international athletes coming from overseas to play in 
North America in college or North American professional leagues. These few studies show 
unique factors of the athlete’s acculturation process and suggested that changes in performance 
were due to cultural changes. Blount’s (2012) study specifically inspired RQ2’s focus on accul-
turations effect on perceived performance. Understanding what has been done in athlete-focused 
intercultural communication studies emphasizes the lack of experiences represented and the gaps 
that need to be filled to create general themes in this experience.  
 In order to understand the acculturation process, culture must first be understood. The 
following section briefly defines culture, and why it is significantly more comfortable to operate 
in one that you are used to living in. 
  
2.1 An understanding of culture 
 An individual can find comfort and acceptance within culture. One finds comfort within a 
cultural group in which they identify and feel safe with. These spaces can be the culture one 
grew up in or one they sought out in order to find acceptance.. Culture functions to create a pre-
dictable world for the individual within it (Becker, 1962). It is predictable, because often, the in-
dividual identifies with the culture, spends time in it, learns what verbal and nonverbal interac-
tions are used, when and how to behave and what to expect from the environment.  
 Heider (1958) explains that interacting with others within the same culture seems easy 
and automatic—almost everything makes sense within it. They know how their behavior will 
effect themselves and others and there is little need to defend opinions and values, because those 
within the culture often share similar beliefs. This ease disappears when one is placed into a new 
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culture. For the women who compete internationally in professional indoor volleyball overseas, 
they are experiencing both a change in host culture as well as high performing culture. In order 
to gain a better understanding of this transition, this study explores the acculturation experience 
of these athletes and whether or not that experience affects their perceived performance while 
playing.  
 The following section will describe the theoretical backbone of this study, the accultura-
tion process, in more depth to show the impacts that a change in culture can have on an individ-
ual.  
2.2 Applying theory: The Acculturation Process 
 Humans have travelled from culture to culture for many decades - some visits successful 
and most, unfortunately, created deep misunderstanding between the visitors’ and host cultures’ 
way of living. Historically, intercultural interactions are complex the brutish history is recog-
nized but is out of scope for this thesis. Acculturation is not a new phenomenon, but the study of 
it is relatively new. In an in-depth review of acculturation literature in intercultural communica-
tion, Lakey (2003) uncovers how acculturation can have multiple definitions, depending on the 
perspective it is being studied through. In this thesis, the acculturation process will be explained 
using Kim’s (1982) definition, where it is defined as: 
 an interactive and continuous process that evolves in and through the   
 communication of an immigrant with the new sociocultural environment. The   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 acquired communication competence, in turn, reflects the degree of that  
 immigrant’s acculturation. (p380) 
 This definition shows how acculturation is a communication-based process that places a 
lot of salience on the intercultural contact between a visitor and the host culture. This process 
will be referred to, to describe the transition North American women experience playing profes-
sional indoor volleyball internationally. The acculturation process can result in affecting the state 
of the individual experiencing the change, creating culture shock. Barna (1976) defines culture 
shock as “a state of dis-ease” (p.1) where, when affected, different people experience different 
effects, degrees of severity, and lengths of time in which this state lasts. “Few escape it altogeth-
er, but many people who are handicapped by its presence don’t recognize what’s bothering them, 
or even that they’re not acting like themselves” (Barna, 1976, p.1). Small differences in culture 
create feelings of discomfort while the individual lacks knowledge of how to exist in a new envi-
ronment and as Barna explains, it can affect individuals minimally or excessively. This applies to 
professional athletes experiencing a new culture for the first time as well.  Toffler (1971) stated 
this condition "causes a breakdown in communication, a misreading of reality, an inability to 
cope”’(p.13). So if experiencing culture shock can lead to a break down in communication, it 
could create further discomfort and hinder the rate of adjustment or acculturation. If culture 
shock symptoms are severe, professional athletes who travel overseas to compete in a new cul-
tures could lose their jobs if they are unable to cope with the changes. Minor culture shock symp-
toms also can also present challenges to the individual.  
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 It is the hidden stress of being constantly on guard against sending and receiving inaccu-
rate or inappropriate messages in a strange culture… All tension and energy-saving de-
vices that one’s own culture provides are absent… Fatigue is a natural result from such a 
continuing state of alertness… To relax in such a setting is to be vulnerable. (Barna, 
1976, p.5) 
 The professional athlete is adjusting to both the host culture as well as the high perform-
ing culture so even minor culture shock symptoms could build up over time and affect their well-
being and potentially performance if they are unable to adjust.  
 Experiencing a new culture is not confined to relocating to a new country or geographical 
region, but can also be applied to starting a new job. Working with a new organization can be 
uncomfortable and awkward at first as one gets used to new colleagues and the employers’ lead-
ership style. A person does not have much knowledge about how the organization or program is 
run until he or she arrives on site. This consideration can be applied to multiple situations where 
a person has uprooted themselves from one culture to another and the side effects of this change 
in lifestyle can range from insignificant to severe. The feeling of constant tension and increased 
vulnerability associated with culture shock can be applied to being immersed within a new na-
tional culture as well as a new organizational culture or the high performing culture within athlet-
ics. The majority of elite athletes that have the capability to compete professionally after colle-
giate careers continue their athletic career overseas, where the likelihood of experiencing culture 
shock—both within the new country and within the new team—is higher.  
 This section on the acculturation process highlights the importance of communication 
within the acculturation process, and how one’s ability to communicate either increases or de-
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creases the level of culture shock—or discomfort—they feel. Culture shock can be subtle dis-
comfort to extreme homesickness and confusion when interacting with a new culture. Even the 
subtlest culture shock symptoms can impact a person’s well-being. Acculturation was covered to 
give a better understanding of the process as well as the potential implications of a negative ex-
perience. It is important to understand different dimensions of the acculturation process to pro-
vide more data to broader populations, which is why this study is exploring the experiences of 
athletes. 
  In order to gain a better understanding of the high-performing culture, the next section 
will highlight studies done in organizational cultures. Organizational culture covers different 
groups of people and shows how a positive or negative group environment can affect the team 
members within it. The factors that contribute to a positive or negative experience in these stud-
ies could be indicative of the factors that also affect the experiences of athletes in a high perform-
ing culture. The following section on organizational culture will cover literature highlighting the 
significance a positive group culture has on the well-being of the team members within it.  
2.2 How organizational culture can relate to the athlete 
 A person’s culture is where they feel a level of comfort or at the least have knowledge of 
what behaviors to expect and as one builds more connections, they slowly increase the amount of 
cultural groups they are a part of, whether it be in work or extra-curricular activities. Many peo-
ple belong to more than one culture. Whether it is their family culture, their town culture or their 
work culture, each of them is unique, having its own set of invisible rules an values. Similarly to 
a person’s work culture is the athlete’s team culture they are a part of. The athlete is an individual 
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who is a part of a group—or team—of people in which they must cooperate and work well with 
in order to accomplish the group goals. In past studies, many researchers refer to a work or team 
culture as organizational culture, which has many similarities to a sports team culture. Wallach 
(1983) argued that, “organizational culture is the shared understanding of beliefs, values, norms, 
and philosophies of how things work” (p5) and a strong organizational culture improves employ-
ees’ productivity by motivating them towards achieving a common goal and objective (Schein, 
1990; Voon, Lo, Ngui & Ayob 2011). This section will cover three main pieces of literature to 
that exemplify the importance of a good organizational culture and how it is cultivated. First, 
Weese’s (1995) study on the importance of togetherness, respect and family feel in creating a 
positive group culture. Second, Cresswell and Eklund (2007) shows how burnout syndrome— 
exhaustion and lack of motivation—in athlete’s is associated with weak relationships that lack 
communication, honesty and openness. Finally, this section will end with Cruikshank (2013) 
conclusions on how team culture must be cultivated from the team members themselves to be 
authentic and impactful.  
 Weese (1995) shows the importance of organizational culture in teams or groups of peo-
ple—specifically at the administrative level—stating that when lead by inspired staff, where they 
promoted the importance of togetherness, respect, and a family-like atmosphere, it increased 
team members’ belief in the organizations mission and goals. Although this study was conducted 
in sport administration, it shows how leadership can affect an organization as a whole. As sports 
teams have similar structures as corporate teams, this organizational culture is applicable to a 
sports team culture, where athletes also must communicate to work together as a team. How a 
team interacts and communicates directly impacts an athlete’s work environment, which poten-
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tially affects their well-being and performance. The sense of a family-like atmosphere with re-
spect created a space that improved employee belief and comfort. This study shows how the or-
ganizational culture can shift the mood of the individuals involved. The potential implications of 
Weese’s study for professional athletes is the quality of organizational culture—in areas such as 
leadership, respect and togetherness—can significantly impact the cohesiveness of a team. If 
high performing culture operated similarly and cultivated respect and relationships amongst it’s 
members, it has the potential to alleviate culture shock among individuals.  
 One of the initial studies that pairs organizational culture with sport was a sport psychol-
ogy qualitative study done over 12 months on New Zealand Rugby players and a few of the team 
staff members. Cresswell and Eklund (2007) analyzed the factors related to burnout syndrome, 
Burnout syndrome is defined as depersonalization, and reduced satisfaction in performance 
(Wagstaff & Burton-Wylie,, 2018). It was found that each player showed signs that resembled 
burnout syndrome, which were heavily associated with weak relationships with both teammates 
and management, with “poor communication, honesty and a lack of openness highlighted by the 
players” (Wagstaff et. al., 2018; Cresswell et al., 2007). Understanding how to communicate was 
not a priority in this organization, and because of it, players experienced negative physical and 
mental affects. Cresswell and Ekland’s (2007) study participants experienced a negative organi-
zational culture. Although each of the participants were from the same country and had similar 
cultural behaviors, cues and language, the group still didn’t operate positively or effectively. If 
each player is from a different culture, the natural communication and culture barriers could pose 
as an issue to the cohesiveness of the team. If burnouts can happen within a team with one domi-
nant culture due to lack of a good high performing culture, the possibilities with a diverse group 
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present even more challenges. This is relative to many international professional teams as they 
are made up of players from a mixture of cultures. The cultivation of a good team culture be-
comes even more important in a diverse group, as it could affect performance, mental health, ac-
culturation and culture shock symptoms. Much of the existing research on organizational culture 
in sport is focused on using this knowledge for competitive advantage reasons within the admin-
istrative and psychological areas than the actual organizational culture within sports teams 
(Wagstaff et al, 2018). Cruikshank (2013) also analyzes organizational and team culture and 
found that a good culture cannot only be requested or imposed by management, but it must be 
endogenous—where change comes from within the team and program as a whole. Despite that, 
through management-organized team bonding and focus on creating “group-generated and regu-
lated values, standards, and practices” (Cruikshank, 2013), team culture can be manipulated by 
creating an endogenous change. This is significant because if management of professional in-
ternational teams could manipulate endogenous change within their teams, then overall high per-
forming culture could improve and positively affect the athletes. These studies show how the cul-
ture surrounding team members are significant and affects the experience of those members.  
 This section on organizational culture highlighted the importance of a positive team cul-
ture on athlete’s well-being. Weese’s (1995) study on the importance of togetherness, respect and 
family feel in creating a positive group culture. Cresswell and Eklund (2007) showed how 
burnout syndrome—exhaustion and lack of motivation—in athlete’s is associated with weak re-
lationships that lack communication, honesty and openness. Cruikshank concluded that a posi-
tive culture must be created by the team for it to be authentic, but that it can be manipulated by 
management by imposing team-bonding activities that produce a good team culture. These three 
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readings provide insight into what an organizational culture is, how it works and how the impor-
tant considerations in past research can be related to a the high performing culture of profession-
al athletes. A significant difference in this study’s participant group is that they are being intro-
duced to a new high performing culture as well as a new host culture at the same time.  
 Adapting to a culture other than one’s own, as well as maintaining a high quality per-
forming culture within the team is ideal for an athlete living and competing abroad in a country 
other than their own. Studying the first-person experience of athletes competing abroad could 
help determine the communication differences that create a state of culture shock within in-
ternational professional volleyball athletes during their unique acculturation process. Past re-
search seldom represents the professional athlete experience. In order to have more of an under-
standing regarding the experiences and effects of interacting with another culture on an individ-
ual, the following section will give a brief overview of previous research analyzing culture shock 
amongst other populations, including a handful of studies regarding a different athletic partici-
pant population than what this thesis aims to analyze. The next section will provide details of 
past literature on the acculturation process of the unique experiences of international students, 
Americans traveling abroad for work and international athletes competing in North American 
leagues or colleges. 
2.3 International Students, Americans abroad and Athletes   
 When looking at the acculturation process, some groups are analyzed more within empir-
ical research than others. If there is one group that is studied the most in-depth regarding culture 
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shock, it is international students (Ward, Bochner, Furnham, 2001). Due to their youth and the 
abrupt change in culture, they tend to explain that their experience studying abroad is an life-al-
tering event (Kim, 2001). Specifically the beginning of international students’ transition to a new 
culture causes strong emotional experiences that they have to adjust to, including an unknown 
environment, and different academic organization, standards, and protocols (Brown & Holloway, 
2008). This information can give insight in what to expect from athletes also experiencing accul-
turation and compare whether or not athletes also feel strong emotional experiences during the 
beginning of their transition to a new culture. Lin (2007) concluded in her study of Chinese In-
ternational students in the United States that culture shock is determined and based on context 
and “its dimensions differ across time and space” (p2). The difference in dimensions of culture 
shock and the acculturation process make the analysis of different situations and experiences 
salient in understanding how the process differs across these dimensions. Culture shock studies 
regarding international students also address coping methods as well as factors that improve or 
worsen the state of culture shock. Choi et. al (2014) found that Asian international students in 
Korea who reported experiencing stress due to acculturation were more likely to be depressed. 
Other contributions to the field also include the acculturation experience of Americans traveling 
to work abroad. Ma’s (1999) research has shown that American employees within global corpo-
rations fail to complete assignments in other countries because of failing to acculturate to their 
surrounding. Truax (2008) conducted a workplace study on employees’ experience working 
abroad and gathered data on the factors that contribute to a successful intercultural interaction 
that lessens the severity of culture shock. The participants of this study had worked abroad on 
multiple occasions and during qualitative interviews discussed their cultural experience while 
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working in another culture. An individual has expectations—conscious or not—before they are 
surrounded by a new culture. Expectations that can lead to misunderstandings and conflict be-
tween the visitor and the host culture (Wynder-Quainoo, 2015). These negative interactions can 
cause a state of dis-ease and potentially culture shock. In Traux’s study, the key to a positive in-
ternational experience is “being able to accept the challenge of fully emerging one’s mind and 
body into another culture… [and] the importance of developing relationships while working with 
individuals from other cultures” (Truax, 2008, p.8). Ridding oneself of expectations and being 
open-minded can aid in facilitating positive interactions and forming solid relationships which 
help the visitor create a foundation in the host culture. Similarly, Lin’s (2007) earlier study con-
cluded that student organizations are incredibly important in helping students deal with culture 
shock symptoms and learn how to interact cross-culturally by giving social support. These re-
search findings stress the importance of quality relationships and understanding how to interact 
with others during the acculturation process to reduce symptoms of culture shock. By studying 
the experiences of athletes overseas, this study can add a new dimension to existing research on 
the acculturation process that either supports the existing themes or provides new insight.  
 These empirical observations should be considered when critically analyzing the factors 
that contribute to a pleasant experience abroad playing professional volleyball. Professional sport 
contracts can be comparable to working and learning abroad. The challenges and expectations of 
working successfully abroad can be comparable to the pressure of performing athletically in a 
new environment, because the professional athlete is being compensated to perform despite the 
cultural change, similar to an employee in a management position being compensated to perform 
despite the culture change. Failure to adjust and become comfortable within a new culture can 
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lead to disparities in performance and well-being, including increased stress and potential termi-
nation (Ma, 1999). Although similar, the specific analysis of athletics abroad has rarely been ex-
plored, and this study would prove to fill a gap in the culture shock and intercultural communica-
tion areas of research.  
 The limited studies on athletes regarding acculturation and culture shock explore similar 
themes to the more widely explored studies, such as international students, and applies them to 
the athlete experience. Empirical research specifically addressing culture shock and athletes is 
limited and tends to focus on international or foreign athletes’ experiences in North America. The 
actual study of athletes regarding acculturation and culture shock is a relatively new develop-
ment in recent years (Ryba, 2017) and although general themes of cultural adaptation have been 
discussed, there is still a gap of knowledge of personal experience regarding culture change and 
shock (Rempel, 2011), which researchers are calling to change (Schinke, 2016). Research on the 
acculturation of experience of athletes in general is limited and the experience of the professional 
athlete even more so. This study contributes to the field by exploring the personal acculturation 
process experienced by a specific group of professional athletes playing internationally.  
 An example of one of the few culture shock studies done on athletes is Blount’s (2012) 
quantitative study on foreign student-athletes at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa (UHM). 
This study used a survey to analyze factors, like stress, physical strain, and homesickness, and 
how they are associated with culture shock. Although the authors did not determine the number 
of athletes who showed culture shock symptoms, their study asked how athletes’ performance 
statistics in games changed since coming to the UHM. This question is uniquely important be-
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cause it asks about information regarding athletic performance and the athletes’ opinion of the 
reason behind the change. Although a change in athletic statistics could occur for multiple rea-
sons—like the level of conference opponents, level of teammates, playing time, etc.—it is one of 
the first studies to suggest that a change of culture could affect athletic performance. Among the 
student-athletes that participated, 41.2% of them “reported that their athletic statistics decreased, 
six felt that it was due to ‘Homesickness and Culture Shock,’ five cited ‘Coaching Staff and 
Teammates,’ and three attributed it to new ‘Climate and Rules/Regulations’” (Blount, 2012, p.
87). This observation portrays that, in the athletes’ opinions, their athletic performance is affected 
by changes in host culture and high performing culture. Blount’s study shows the impact of relo-
cating on an athletes performance—an area rarely studied—and inspired RQ2 in this study which 
explores professional athletes’ perceived performance while going through the acculturation 
process. This study works to fill the gap of the experience and implications of the acculturation 
process for athletes but through the perspective of a North American woman competing at the 
international indoor volleyball level.  
 Schinke (2013) was successful in identifying key issues about the acculturation process 
of immigrant athletes. He conducted in-depth interviews and determined two major themes in 
respondents in which there are two perspectives that are affected by the introduction of a indi-
vidual in a new culture. The first perspective is the athletes’ navigation “between cultural norms 
of the home community and the host community.” (p.1676) The second brought up the idea of 
acculturation loads. An acculturation load can either be a two-way process—which suggests that 
the visitors to a culture and people of the host culture share the acculturation process—or a one-
directional process, which suggests that the visitors “[manage] the load with or without support 
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from others” (Schinke, 2013, p.1676). Schinke’s study is important because it is one of the first 
studies done on elite athletes experiencing the acculturation process. It explains how accultura-
tion it constant and that one must continuously adjust in a culture other than their own. Although 
Schinke’s study is a starting point at understanding the different factors that apply to the experi-
ence of high level professional athletes, it gives only one dimension out of many and more in-
depth studies can be done to round out the area of acculturation and athletes. Qualitative and 
quantitative studies have been conducted on the experiences of immigrant students and athletes 
coming to North America, but little is cultivated on the professional athlete, let alone the North 
American athlete competing and living abroad. The closest examples to compare the potential 
conclusions of the North American athlete experience with acculturation are studies that analyze 
Americans working abroad. Although similar topics of discussion are possible among partici-
pants of Americans working abroad and athletes competing abroad, their careers and job expecta-
tions are very different.  
 The overall limited research on the acculturation experiences of athletes competing 
abroad creates a gap in literature in a growing career option for high level athletes. The knowl-
edge created by analyzing this further would help create an understanding of specific factors that 
impact the athlete’s well-being and performance and provide an opportunity to compare and con-
trast with other acculturation studies. If utilized and applied, this knowledge has potential to help 
improve the quality of life and careers of athletes traveling abroad to compete, helping better 
prepare athletes for what challenges to expect. This knowledge can also be added to literature 
regarding intercultural communication, culture shock, the acculturation process and professional 
athletes. 
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 This literature review began with the basics of culture and its role in the acculturation 
process. Culture functions to create a predictable world for the individual within it (Becker, 
1962). When a shift in culture occurs, one experiences unfamiliar new stimuli, such as differ-
ences in beliefs, values, behaviors and language, which begins the acculturation process. This 
unfamiliar environment can lead to a state of dis-ease (Barna, 1976), known as culture shock. 
Professional athletes experience changes in two different cultures when they travel overseas to 
live and compete. Their host culture and high performing culture changes. In order to better un-
derstand the athletes high performing culture, organizational culture was introduced to see how 
factors such as leadership and communication can affect the well-being of the group,  and is used 
as an example of how a high performing culture could also operate. It showed the importance of 
a good group culture dynamic when it came to the comfort and performance of team members. 
Following this insight into the dynamics of organizational culture, past empirical research on the 
intercultural interactions of students, employees and athletes were highlighted to show how ac-
culturation experiences affect other groups. In International students, the stress due to accultura-
tion is highlighted. In employees working overseas, the importance of being open, being present 
and making relationships is emphasized to successfully transition into a new culture. In in-
ternational athletes competing in North America, the affects of culture change on performance 
were introduced. Each of these empirical studies provided themes to look out for and compare to 
while exploring a new population experiencing an acculturation process.    
 As more athletes travel abroad for their career, exploring the unique acculturation experi-
ence and it’s affect on perceived performance will help continue to fill a gap in literature and po-
tentially help make the transition smoother for professional athletes. In order to explore and gain 
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in-depth information on this experience, the following section will outline how this study will 
answer RQ1: What is the acculturation experience of North American women playing profes-
sional volleyball living and competing overseas in a different host culture and high performing 
culture? , and RQ2: How does the ease or difficulty of acculturation affect the athlete’s per-
ceived level of athletic performance?  
 In order to answer this research questions most effectively, the following section will de-




 Acculturation and cultural studies have traditionally been investigated utilizing qualita-
tive methodology (Richards, 2014). This approach is most common because of the complexities 
of the individual and how they interact and live within cultures. Qualitative approaches yield in-
depth information and reveal unique and powerful knowledge of cultural experience from ath-
letes’ (Ryba, 2017). As Ryba (2017) emphasized in her empirical summary of research regarding 
sports psychology regarding athletes, culture and other acculturation factors, the increase of in-
ternational athletes traveling for a career in sport has created a need for knowledge in under-
standing the transitional process for these athletes for their “health, athletic and psychosocial de-
velopment, and meaningful life” (Ryba, 2017, p.123). Based on past empirical evidence and 
opinion, this study will be conducted using qualitative methods as it will best answer the research 
questions and has shown to be more conclusive historically.  
 This study will use a phenomenological approach. The phenomenological approach aims 
to explore how humans experience a certain phenomena and is often conducted qualitatively 
through in-depth interviews using open ended questions in small sample sizes. Data collected is 
analyzed to try to identify themes or make generalizations about how a certain phenomenon is 
experienced or perceived (CIRT, 2019). It is an approach that emphasizes focus on people’s sub-
jective experiences and interpretations of the world (Trochim, W., 2002). This approach is used 
because the acculturation experience can be complex and in-depth. The goal of using this ap-
proach for this study is to allow participants to bring up experiences that stand out to them per-
sonally and see if themes emerge across multiple participants using semi-structured interviews. 
The reasoning behind using semi-structured, conversational interviews to collect data can be 
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summarized well in Brinkmann’s (2018) explanation of semi-structured interviews, where he 
stated that the interviews provide data considered important by the interview participant with the 
guidance of the interviewer. The interviewee participant has the freedom to bring up what they 
believe to be salient in their experiences. Brinkmann included, “the interviewer has a greater say 
in focusing the conversation on issues that he or she deems important in relation to the research 
project” (p.579), which aids in keeping the discussion on the research questions, rather than hav-
ing it go in another direction. An unstructured interview is not appropriate for this study because 
there are too many possible avenues for the discussion to take, where the focus may be taken off 
of the acculturation process. A structured interview would not allow the interview participant the 
ability to talk through their experience and have the salient data come up organically in conversa-
tion because they chose to bring it up, not because the interviewer asked about it. A qualitative 
approach to this study was conducted to collect valuable, descriptive data on the intercultural in-
teractions and experiences of North American female professional athletes competing abroad.  
 The following section will describe the participants and explain how the researcher re-
cruited them to participate in the study.  
3.1 The Participants and Sampling 
 The participants in this study are women from North America who play professional in-
door volleyball that have signed a job contract to compete overseas in a professional league. Due 
to the researchers experience playing high level volleyball in college, the ability to connect with 
current professional indoor volleyball players was conceivable. In order to find participants, a 
brief survey was created asking for gender, country of birth, whether they are a current profes-
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sional athlete or were on within the last two years, what country they played professionally in 
and how many professional volleyball seasons they have played. After these basic questions, if 
the individual is a woman and is currently or has played professionally, the potential participant 
is asked whether they would be interested in participating in a research study and if yes, to input 
their email at the end of the survey. Following IRB approval, the survey was posted on the re-
searcher’s Facebook profile, with the goal that one of her connections would result in at least one 
participant. From that survey, four participants met criteria and indicated interest in participating. 
The participants that indicated interest and provided their personal email were sent a salutation 
email (see appendix A) with a consent form attached (see appendix B) that informed them of the 
study and the potential risks of participating. The participants were selected at first with purpose-
ful sampling, as they must fit criteria determined by the research questions. After the survey no 
longer produced viable participants, snowball sampling was used to grow the number of partici-
pants as needed. Snowball sampling occurred organically due to the four initial participants shar-
ing the information with their current and teammates who continued on to play professionally as 
well. Below is a table showing each participant and how they were sampled.  
 
 There are a total of seven participants in this study, all playing professional indoor vol-
leyball overseas in European leagues. Of the seven participants, two are in their first official sea-
Sampling Participants
Survey Carly, Nikki, Autumn, Jazmine
Snowball Brooke, Hailey, Alexis
Table 1: Participant Sampling
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son, two are experiencing a second team after leaving their first team before completing a full 
season, one is in her second season and two have played for four or more years. Below is a table 
with all of the participant attributes.  
 
 Although all participants play in the European league, the sample population has a selec-
tion of athletes who have in different countries who also have varying years of experience in 
their career as a professional athlete. These small differences in experience allow exploration of 
how the years professional experience or the level of cultural differences affects participants. In 
order to gather quality data on the acculturation experiences of these athletes, the following sec-
tion explains the instruments used in collecting quality data for this study.  
 










































# of pro 
seasons
1 1 1.5 1.5 2 4 5
Table 2: Participant Attributes by Allyssah M. Fitterer
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3.2 Instruments 
 Considering the goal of this study is to explore a human experience that has little existing 
empirical evidence, this study is best solved phenomenologically with semi-structured, conversa-
tional interviews in order to focus on the athletes’ unique subjective experiences and interpreta-
tions of their world. Interviews are relevant for R1and R2 due to the complicated and unique na-
ture of the athlete experience as well as a useful tool when exploring an uncharted empirical 
area. The reasoning behind using semi-structured, conversational interviews because he in-
terviewee participant has the freedom to bring up what they believe to be salient in their experi-
ences. Brinkmann (2018) included, “the interviewer has a greater say in focusing the conversa-
tion on issues that he or she deems important in relation to the research project” (p.579), which 
aids in keeping the discussion on the research questions, rather than having it go in another direc-
tion. An unstructured interview is not appropriate for this study because there are too many pos-
sible avenues for the discussion to take, where the focus may be taken off of the acculturation 
process. A structured interview would not allow the interview participant the ability to talk 
through their experience and have the salient data come up organically in conversation because 
they chose to bring it up, not because the interviewer asked about it. The athletes who agreed to 
participate in the study were interviewed for roughly thirty to forty-five minutes utilizing a video 
chatting app of their choice. Participants were also audio recorded to be transcribed for data 
analysis.  
 The interview questions are inspired by Yuefang Zhou, Divya Jindal-Snape, Keith Top-
ping & John Todman’s (2008) application of acculturation theory on international students, as 
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well an adapted acculturation model from Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001). Zhou et al’s 
process is applied to international students—specifically Chinese students traveling to European 
and North American schools to study. These studies explored the culture shock and acculturation 
process by exploring students’ experience in the host culture as well as the classroom environ-
ment. Like Zhou et al.’s analysis of both the classroom and host culture, this study’s research 
questions analyze the acculturation process of professional athletes in the host culture as well as 
the high performing culture. This study used a similar approach in analyzing the athletes’ experi-
ence in the host culture as well as the high performing culture using a phenomenological ap-
proach to gain the perspective of the athlete through semi-structured interviews. The second re-
search question in this study on whether or not the acculturation process has an affect on per-
ceived performance was inspired by Blount’s (2012) quantitative study on international students 
competing in college athletics. Their specific survey question regarding the athlete’s change in 
performance statistics due to cultural changes inspired including the analysis of the athletes’ per-
ceived performance and how it related to the ease or difficulty of the acculturation process.  
 The participants were asked interview questions that allowed them to bring up personal 
feelings and memories from their time overseas as well as questions that asked them to share any 
differences in the high performing culture that may affect how they perceive the quality of their 
performance. For example, one of the study’s initial questions asked:  
 
A) If this is not your first time living/competing overseas, what was your first season like? Please 
share your experience. 
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 The question is general and allows for the participant to bring up the most stand out 
memories and feelings they experienced. Similar questions were asked on participants’ experi-
ence within the new culture, new team environment as well as differences between their home 
country and current residence that they deemed significant. For example, participants were also 
asked,  
B) How would you compare your performance professionally compared to your collegiate ca-
reer? If you think it is different, what do you think affected or caused the change? 
 By offering a place for comparison between college and pro, participants were able to 
have space to bring up differences in environment, coaching, and level of play. This also allowed 
them to bring up feelings they believed might affect their playing, such as changes in confidence 
and outlook on the sport. Semi-structured questions allowed for participants to bring up any feel-
ings and experiences that they thought significant regarding the acculturation process and their 
perception of their performance. An additional instrument in this study was the interviewer. Hav-
ing played indoor volleyball at a high level, the interviewer's knowledge in the sport, it’s high-
performing environment and specific jargon allowed for participants to speak openly without 
worry over whether or not the interviewer will understand technical information or experiences. 
This knowledge also gave the interviewer an advantage when analyzing data because of existing 
volleyball-specific knowledge. The analysis of these interviews in search of significant results 
and conclusions are explained further in the following section.  
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3.3 Data Analysis   
 A qualitative approach to this study was conducted to collect valuable, descriptive data on 
the intercultural interactions and experiences of North American female professional athletes 
competing abroad. In order to separate information during analysis and illustrate what this study 





Figure 1: Factors within athlete acculturation process by Allyssah M. Fitterer.  
 Thematic analysis was used to identify major acculturation factors and perceived perfor-
mance attitudes that became apparent in consistent repetition over multiple interviews. Inter-
views by participants were audio-recorded and transcribed. Following transcription, audio files 
were erased. Thematic analysis was conducted reading through transcriptions using qualitative 
coding. The codes that were used on there data were theming the data, attribute coding and emo-
tion coding (Saldaña (2013). Theming the data involves rereading transcripts and recording 
standout quotes and general similarities. Attribute coding involves recording demographic data, 
North American female pro-









or listing other data to easily categorize a participant with their interview. Emotion coding in-
volves highlighting words that convey emotion or feeling (Saldaña (2013). This code was chosen 
to aid in locating feelings to see what event or situation they were attached to. For example, this 
code could identify feelings of “loneliness" and what situation led to that feeling. Every feeling 
connected with an event or situation creates an experience, whether positive or negative. The 
repetition of these experiences create themes in the overall acculturation experience and per-
ceived performance of North American women playing indoor volleyball professionally at the 
international level.  
 The following section portrays the results of the seven interviews, highlighting the major 
themes found in the athletes’ acculturation experience in the host culture, the high performing 
culture and their perceived performance within the high performing culture.  
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4. RESULTS 
“I’ve had many experiences where it’s been absolute culture shock and I’ve panicked and 
almost cried.”     
                       Autumn, Turkey 
 The qualitative interview process provided an in-depth perspective of the individual ex-
periences of seven North American women playing indoor volleyball at the international profes-
sional level. The table below is a reminder of the participant attributes. 
 The participant attributes indicate that all seven 
compete in the 2018/2019 European professional 
league. Two of seven have competed outside of Eu-
ropean countries in the past, both in the Philippines. It is 
also important to highlight that participants are from 










































# of pro 
seasons
1 1 1.5 1.5 2 4 5
Figure 2: Map representing home state/province 
of participants (red), states where participants 
played collegiately (blue), and states that were 
participant home states and states where 
participants played collegiately (green) by 
Allyssah M. Fitterer
Table 2: Participant Attributes by Allyssah M. Fitterer
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two main areas; shown in Figure 2. The lack of diversity in selection may be reason for similari-
ties in opinion or responses within interviews.  
 The results section covers the major themes across all seven interviews for both RQ1 and 
RQ2. This section first covers RQ1 by further dissecting the themes in the acculturation process 
of, first, the host culture and, second, the high performing culture. RQ1 is divided into two sub-
sections—the acculturation experience within the host culture and the acculturation experience 
within the high performing culture—for an understanding of the entire experience. Experience 
within the host-culture showed two major themes, the first being out of place and the second 
being relationships. Experience within the high performing culture showed two major themes. 
These two themes were expectations and foreigners versus locals. 
 RQ2 asks how the acculturation process affects the athlete’s perceived performance. The 
minor theme of initial adjustment stood out at the beginning of the athletes transitions. The feel-
ing of anxiety and nervousness while integrating into a new team atmosphere affected some par-
ticipants initially. The initial adjustment caused performance difficulty at the beginning of ath-
letes seasons due to subtle nuances in practice environments when compared to their north Amer-
ican experience, especially for those competing in their first professional season. Participants 
commented that their quality of play was not necessarily better or worse, just different. 
 In order to gain understanding on the acculturation experience of professional volleyball 
athletes overseas, this study’s first research question asked:  
RQ1: What is the acculturation experience of North American women playing professional vol-
leyball living and competing overseas in a different host culture and high performing culture? 
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 To answer this question, participants were asked a series of interview questions about 
their experiences adjusting to their new home and new competitive environment. For example, 
athletes were asked the differences between their collegiate and pro experience as well as asked 
about any stand out experiences while interacting with the host culture. After using thematic 
analysis, major themes stood out in both the acculturation experience in the host culture as well 
as the high performing culture. Within the host culture there were two major themes including 
out of place and relationships.  
 The first theme out of place demonstrates the differences in host and home culture. The 
essence of this theme describes how the athletes respond to being in a new culture. Value is 
placed on familiarity and making sense of things. Participants expressed appreciation for external 
help in acclimating and similarities between their home and new host culture. This theme show-
cases feelings of discomfort, confusion and awkwardness.   
 The second theme relationships describes the impact of quality relationships on the ath-
lete. The essence of this theme relates to how athletes experience being far from their home cul-
ture with few meaningful relationships in their host culture. Value is placed on contact with exist-
ing friendships and family members, whether it be in person or through a device. Athletes appre-
ciate shared language. This theme showcases feelings of homesickness, loneliness and grateful-
ness. The following sections explain the host culture’s acculturation process’ two major themes 
in depth.  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4.1 Acculturation within host culture 
 Theme One: Out of place 
 Key feelings: Discomfort, Confusion 
“It really makes you feel like you’re a young child again and everything around you is so unfa-
miliar… You have to go back to the basic things that you know, and just get used to being un-
comfortable all of the time and feeling out of place.”     
          — Nikki, Finland 
The first theme out of place demonstrates the differences in host and home culture. The essence 
of this theme describes how the athletes respond to unfamiliar situations in a new culture. Value 
is placed on familiarity and making sense of things.. This theme showcases feelings of discom-
fort, confusion and awkwardness.  
 Throughout each interview, participants emphasized the noticeable adjustment they had 
to make when first arriving to their new host culture. Feeling out of place was consistent 
throughout participant interviews, whether it was due to language barriers, orientating oneself 
geographically, difference in housing and everyday tasks or ethnicity. This sense of being out of 
place led to feelings of discomfort and confusion. Each athlete craved familiarity in communica-
tion, food, behaviors and more. Participants shared experiences with large and small cultural dif-
ferences that caused initial confusion. Autumn in Turkey added significance to this theme by 
sharing:  
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In the summer we actually came to Turkey and they told us we were going out in Istanbul 
so it was a summer day so I put on my jean shorts and a t-shirt and they were like “you 
can’t wear jean shorts, we’re in Turkey.” It’s traditional and religious. Even if people 
aren't religious, it’s just a religious country… you can't just wear your jean shorts, people 
will look at you so weird. So I felt uncomfortable with that. 
 
 Other participants interviewed felt being out of place went beyond what they wore and 
related more to their physical appearance, which they could not change. Two participants shared 
that their height captured attention. Multiple participants also indicated that their ethnicity made 
them feel out of place in areas where they were the minority. While playing in the Philippines, 
Brooke reflected her appearance—height, blond hair and pale complexion—made her stand out. 
Carly adds more to this theme:  
A lot of people stare. I don’t know if it’s because I’m American or it’s because I’m Asian 
(laughs) but, constantly. You just walk around and people are looking at you and that’s 
something, as an American, you’re like “why are you staring, that’s rude” but I think 
they’re just curious. 
 Moving away from uncontrollable factors, participants also expressed confusion when 
interacting with people of the host culture. Behavioral cues, specifically, caused hesitation. 
Jazmine, who has played four professional seasons shares the subtle changes in greeting eti-
quette:  
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Different countries will start on different sides, and some countries do one kiss, some do 
three, some do two, so you’re kind of just trying to play along and go along with it but it 
can get a little awkward sometimes for sure. 
 While body language caused some awkward encounters, spoken language was also a sig-
nificant factor in feeling out of place. Majority of participants indicated that shared language 
made adjusting easier, whether it was English or the host culture’s language. Two participants out 
of seven revealed their efforts in speaking the local language. Alexis shares her experience:  
We have German lessons and I’ll try to go to a store and order something my slow—and 
sometimes wrong—German and they respond in native speed and it’s just like “Ahh, sor-
ry. English. You know?” (laughs) You’re feeling like a fraud and everything. 
 The inability to communicate made participants feel out of place. When communication 
took less effort—or was shared—participants gravitated towards it. Carly explains:  
Yeah, being away from American culture is definitely different. It’s just the language, I 
mean, you can’t understand what anyone’s saying. Some older people don’t really speak 
any english so when they try to talk to you, you’re just like ‘I don't know, I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry I don’t speak German’. So, being like in their culture isn’t so horrible, it’s just like 
you miss certain things like food and eavesdropping on someone - like, not on purpose 
just like knowing you can understand someone’s conversation. 
 This thought of comfort in shared language was brought up several times by participants, 
explaining that hearing someone in public speak English was exciting because it was rare. Ma-
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jority of participants indicated that hearing their native language, which is English for all, was 
comforting. Few participants lived in areas where English could be heard day to day in public. 
The theme out of place showed that there are multiple factors that make participants feel out of 
place when placed in a new culture. Being unable to mirror the host culture’s general appearance, 
body language, or spoken language created challenges in participant’s ability to communicate 
effectively. Being unable to successfully operate in a space led to feelings of confusion and dis-
comfort and made participants feel like the other. Majority of respondents indicated feeling out 
of place within the host culture at least once within their acculturation process. Nikki pointed out 
an interesting observation when she said, “I can’t tell if it’s gotten better or if I’ve gotten better at 
being uncomfortable.” The longer participants were in the host country, the more they adapted to 
the socio-cultural norms and the easier it became to operate in the new environment. Navigating 
transportation, grocery stores, household appliances that were once confusing became basic 
knowledge for majority of participants and they developed routines. The initial feelings of dis-
comfort and confusion faded as participants learned how to respond to the host culture. Feeling 
out of place was related to how comfortable quickly they learned how to operate within their new 
home.  
 The first theme out of place described how the majority of athletes experienced the feel-
ings of discomfort, confusion and awkwardness when interacting with the host culture. Majority 
of the out of place theme derived from a mixture of behavior, appearance and communication 
differences between cultures. Athletes described their experiences interacting with the host cul-
ture as challenging, but eases over time. The challenges ease in relation to how quickly partici-
pants learn how to operate within the host culture. Participants who became more involved with 
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people within the host culture tended to feel less out of place because they either learned the ap-
propriate cultural responses or because they created a place with other teammates where they felt 
as though they belonged. Other participants learned the minimum requirements to operate in the 
host culture for the length of a season while limiting the interaction with the host culture, perhaps 
to feel less out of place.  
 The second theme relationships describes the impact of relationships on the athlete. The 
essence of this theme relates to how athletes interact with their support system from home and 
with relationships in the host culture. Value is placed on contact with existing friendships and 
family members, whether it be in person or through a device. Athletes appreciate shared lan-
guage, and will gravitate towards it. This theme showcases feelings of homesickness, loneliness 
and gratefulness. This theme captures the impact relationships have on the athletes’ well-being.  
 Theme Two: Relationships 
 Key feelings: Homesick, Lonely, Grateful 
“It is all-consuming and it sucks because you see everybody at home continuing on with 
their lives. I mean, they’re missing you but they have each other still and they have their 
environment, their friends and their family and then you’re just this person across the 
world missing like twenty people… It’s so hard cause - I think it hurts - for sure it hurts 
[my boyfriend], for me to leave him…  I’m his girlfriend but he’s also still surrounded by 
family and friends. So, it’s hard out here when you’re just alone.”  
            — Autumn, Turkey 
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 Descriptive experiences emerged as participants opened up about relationships in their 
lives. The essence of this theme relates to how athletes experience the acculturation process with 
or without quality relationships in their host culture. Value is placed on the ability to communi-
cate as well as contact with existing friendships and family members, whether it be in person or 
through a device. The absence of relationships created feelings of homesickness and loneliness, 
while the presence of relationships created the feeling of gratefulness. The two main types of re-
lationships athletes discussed were the support systems from home and relationships within the 
host culture. 
A) Support System 
 Participants all spoke of their support system—family, friends and significant others from 
their home culture. Athletes maintained contact by using technology such as video chatting soft-
ware and phone calls, while some also had family travel to their country of competition up to 
five times in a single eight-month season. First, participant experiences with their support system 
are shared then differences in types support are reviewed.  
 The majority of participants brought up their support system and how much they missed 
them and their unique relationships. Alexis, in Germany, described this:  
I’ll go and interact with other people, but I mean it’s not the same as going and messing 
with my dad or something like that, you know? … Especially with people you don’t nec-
essarily share that same closeness with. Yeah, so I just kind of just distract myself from 
it. 
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 Jazmine, in Hungary, shared an optimistic view of homesickness:  
This year I didn’t get to go home for Christmas, so that was really hard. And it’s interest-
ing celebrating it in a different way, in a different country but I wouldn't want to do it 
again. I would rather be at home with my family celebrating Christmas. 
 Autumn, in her first season in Turkey, expresses homesickness the most out of all partici-
pants. She shares her inner struggle of wanting to follow her dreams while missing her family 
and the role of technology:  
For me it’s like I’m here, but a part of me is always at home or wanting to be at home, 
you know? It’s like I just love you all so much I just want to be there too. Like I’m here 
because I should be and I need to be for my goals but I can’t just cut these ties and pre-
tend I don’t miss you… I’ve probably FaceTime’s my little sister like ten hours in the 
past week combined, just like talking to her and just having her there. To know she’s 
there comforts me. Even though it’s really tough through FaceTime but, I don’t know, 
you don’t understand how important they are till—oh, this is making me emotional—how 
important they are till you get into a situation where you desperately need them to be 
there for you, and then they are. (Crying) It’s nice. 
 These initial feelings of homesickness aimed to be relieved by using technology such as 
video chatting software or phone calls. Jazmine explains her appreciation for technology:  
Technology has helped so much because, I mean, we can talk but it’s not the same as be-
ing home with family, but being able to see them and hear their voices is so much easier. I 
was talking with some of my teammates, I couldn't imagine what it was like to have only 
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phone calls. Or even before phones, to have to write letters to you family or something. It 
would be really tough. There are some days where you just need your mom, you know? 
Or to talk to your friends and it gets pretty lonely and I think it’s huge. Like I couldn’t 
imagine life without video chat really. 
 Despite the majority of participants keeping in touch with their support system frequent-
ly, it was evident that participants felt that digital contact was not the same as seeing them in per-
son. Support system connections that did have an impact were those where family could visit in 
person, where participants expressed frequent feelings of gratitude. Only two participants men-
tioned support system visits, but others indicated that frequent visits would have helped them. 
Brooke, who reported being homesick less frequently, mentioned:  
It was very nice to have them come. My sister definitely used it more as a free place to 
stay while she took a tour of Madrid (laughs) but we hung out a lot so it was nice to get 
that taste of home. 
 Nikki, in Finland, has had multiple family members visit every couple months while liv-
ing overseas and shares her experience: 
Everyone loves having family around them, but also it gives me something to look for-
ward to and that really helps the days go by faster. If I know my dad’s coming the 15th 
of February, it makes February go by so much faster cause I’m just waiting to get to the 
15th… So yeah, having such a great support system like that, who can come out and visit 
me, it helps my morale. It helps my morale because I have my family around and it helps 
because it makes it feel like it’s going faster, even if it might not be. Yeah, I’m pretty 
lucky. 
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 In Nikki's situation, she had family visit every few months, so she operated everyday 
knowing she would see someone she cared about in a month, rather than other participants who 
would only see their family and friends if they were given a break during holidays or at the end 
of their nine month contract. It gave her a sense ease knowing someone she was close with was 
coming soon.  
 Autumn, in her first season in Turkey, shared her struggles with waiting long periods of 
time without seeing her family or friends:  
I mean you just try to push yourself - and it’s not totally unenjoyable, the whole experi-
ence, but when you have bad times it’s really hard cause you don’t have anyone that 
you’re that comfortable with. So yeah, you’re just like “Okay, I have three months left” 
and you’re trying to be optimistic but then it’s like, (emphasizes) three months. That’s a 
long time when you think about missing people. It really is hard. 
 Those who were consistently thinking about when they would see their family and 
friends next had trouble being fully immersed in the host culture. For those who did not have 
close relationships within the host culture, they spent their time counting down days until the 
next visit or when they would be able to return home. This separation from family, friends and 
significant others resulted in participants feeling lonely but also grateful when their absence re-
minded participants of how much their support system meant to them. Autumn explains this 
loneliness and gratitude while also introducing an interesting idea:  
For me, the hardest part is being home alone for five hours and just sitting here missing 
everybody from home, so much. There’s nothing you can do about that, you’re going to 
miss people. So, sometimes I think like, ‘Oh if I just didn’t have these close connec-
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tions—and you were just kind of like distant—that I would just really fall into life here 
and just be where your feet are, which I would love to be… I think it would make it a lit-
tle bit easier to do that but also when you go through the hard times and there’s inevitably 
going to be hard times over a year, it’s so lucky to have them. So, I think, yeah, maybe 
there’s some people who don’t have it and maybe it’s a little bit easier and they can just 
really engulf themselves in the environment their in. 
 An important aspect to Autumn’s experience is that she lacked close relationships within 
the host culture she lived in, which explains the strength and frequency of her homesickness and 
loneliness. Relationships or lack of relationships within the host culture were related to the num-
ber of people who the athletes were able to communicate. In Autumn’s experience, she only had 
two others speak fluent English.Participants relationships within host cultures varied depending 
on ease of communication. The second focus in the theme of relationships is the connections 
made with teammates and others in the host community. 
B) Teammates/Host Community  
 The ability to communicate affected who participants could connect with while playing 
overseas. Autumn was the only participant who had as little as two teammates that could speak 
English, while the rest of the participants were able to converse with more. Participants share a 
mixture of experiences with the host culture, most predominantly being with their teammates. 
Majority of participants described positive initial interactions with teammates who helped them 
settle in to the new host culture. Majority of participants indicated that teammates from the host 
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culture helped athletes adjust for the beginning of their stay, but few remained helpful or close 
enough to cultivate a friendship. For Hailey, it varied from team to team:  
In Austria the girls were really inviting and really sweet, and when I came there was al-
ready a girl who had already been there, so she took us to the grocery store and stuff—we 
all shared a car. And so she was home during the day with us and we had the same sched-
ule. Here [Spain] it’s been a little bit different because the girls either go to school or 
work during the day, so we don’t really see them. So we had to figure out a lot more 
things for ourselves, and we don’t have a car here either so we figured out how to take the 
bus, take the metro—figured it out on our own. A lot more independent here than I was in 
Austria. 
 Hailey’s experience in two different places showed how the interactions with teammates 
are not always the same from place to place or team to team. Nikki shared a similar experience:  
My experience in Italy was really bad. I lived by myself and I was extremely homesick 
and all of the coaches didn’t speak a word of English, so that was very difficult for me. 
Coming here, I was very nervous, but it was so different. Everyone was so encouraging 
and so kind and wanted to make sure I was okay and was just very welcoming. So it al-
lowed me to settle in and become more comfortable quicker. That kind of helped me a 
lot. I feel if I didn’t have such a welcoming group of coaching and staff and teammates, 
that I probably would have had a lot harder of a time getting adjusted to everything here.  
Carly, in her first season, had teammates that initially started as helpful and polite and trans-
formed into a friendly tradition over time. She shared:  
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My teammate, she’s a German and lives in my building too and they made dinner for us 
on the first night and that was super cool of them, cause we were like “We don't know 
what we’re doing, we just got here” and I was super jet-lagged but they made dinner and 
now we do this thing, ever since then, that because they made that one dinner, then we 
made them a meal. And now we just alternate, it’s cool. Both Americans and Germans 
and foreigners have been very helpful. I think we all just want friendship. Even the Ger-
mans, some of them are not in their home town so they’re kind of in a new place too. It’s 
still Germany, but yeah.  
 Across most interviews, participants indicated that having local teammates help them 
their first few days made the acculturation process less challenging, but some expressed the they 
wished it had lasted past their first couple days within the host culture. Autumn explains:  
They try their best to try to help you get comfortable but then when they think you're 
comfortable, they kind of let you go and you’re still a little bit uncomfortable but you 
just got to learn to deal with some stuff on your own. 
 For most, the ability to communicate was very important in making new connections. 
Carly explained:  
It was me and then my friend and then another American that we met and she is really 
awesome. Yeah, you kind of hang out with - we have our own group and we kind of 
hang out with mostly Americans because we all talk in English and we found other peo-
ple. Like we actually found these guys who live in a town about half an hour away and 
one’s Canadian and one is from England. We sometimes get to together, and you know, 
it’s in English. It’s nice to talk and have people you can relate to. And they know where 
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you’re coming from - from just like a cultural standpoint cause even that sometimes gets 
blurred.  
 The ability to converse doesn’t create close relationships itself. Alexis, who could con-
verse with teammates, had little in common with them which resulted in her bring alone majority 
of the time. Alexis shared:  
I think sometimes it’s just more personality differences… it’s normal little team drama, 
you know, everybody has their little people they hang onto and stuff like that. And me, I 
usually like to go and do my own thing. I’m not the most chatty person and… That 
doesn’t necessarily mesh well with everybody all the time. But, I mean, at the end of the 
day, I’m here to do my job… I’m going to do my job, anything outside of that I don’t 
really need to focus on. You know?  
A few participants, however, didn’t need to make new connections. Carly, Nikki and Jazmine had 
pre-existing relationships on their professional indoor volleyball teams. These three participants 
experience less homesickness and it could be in relation to knowing someone on the team.  
my friend and roommate, Emily, she’s the one that got me here. She played here last 
year, so way before I even got to Germany, she was telling me what I needed, what it’s 
like and just general things that she remembered and that was helpful to prepare yourself 
for what was to come. Germany itself is not so different from the United States. It looks 
different but in the end, the people speak a different language but it’s not like a crazy cul-
ture shock. Yeah, they got here before me and we just kinda hung out and that was all 
that - we bonded and that was nice. 
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 Similarly, Hailey ran into someone she new from home, and was the only participant who 
cultivated a relationship outside of the professional volleyball realm. Hailey explained:  
 The relationships with teammates and the host community differed. Some found friend-
ship in teammates who shared language, some had other foreigners they could relate to, some 
made connections within the community, and others were fortunate to have pre-existing friend-
ships on their professional team. Across all interviews, participants stressed the importance of 
relationships. The theme relationships describes the impact of relationships on the athlete. The 
essence of this theme relates to how athletes interact with their support system from home and 
with relationships in the host culture. Value was placed on contact with existing friendships and 
family members, whether it be in person or through a device and although gratitude was ex-
pressed for technology’s ability to help athlete’s through homesickness, those who had family or 
friends that could visit showed less frequent feelings of homesickness and loneliness. Athletes 
appreciated shared language, and gravitated towards it on their team and within the community. 
This theme showcases feelings of homesickness, loneliness and gratefulness. This theme cap-
tures the impact relationships have on the athletes’ well-being. 
 This study explores the host culture, where athletes initially felt out of place and relied on 
relationships to alleviate feelings of homesickness and loneliness. Majority of athletes used tech-
nology to maintain contact with their support system—their family, friends and significant others 
from home. Although it alleviated feelings of homesickness and loneliness temporarily, having 
in-person connections alleviated these feelings for longer periods of time. These in person con-
nections included professional teammates, others within the host culture who spoke English and 
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in-person visits from athletes’ family and friends. These findings only represent one aspect the 
athlete must adjust to. The professional athlete competing overseas must adjust to two different 
cultures; the host culture and the high performing culture. In order for the exploration of the ac-
culturation experience of these seven women to be thorough, this study must analyze the accul-
turation experience the athletes’ experiences within the host culture, but also analyze their expe-
riences within the high-performing culture. The next section will highlight the two major themes 
evident in participants’ acculturation experiences within the high-performing culture, which are 
expectations and foreigners vs. locals.  
4.2 Acculturation within high performing culture  
“The practice environment was definitely something I was nervous to get into because it’s al-
ways hard when you go to a new place and you’re like, “Oh, well how do they run their prac-
tices” or “Is it intense? Is it easy? Do they talk a lot? Is it relatively quiet?” So as an athlete, go-
ing into a new practice environment is something that is kind of uncomfortable.”  
          — Nikki, Finland 
 The acculturation process of seven women who play professional indoor volleyball inter-
nationally can be understood in two segments. The first, acculturation process within host cul-
ture, was previously covered. In order to fully understand the athlete experience, the high per-
forming culture was also analyzed. Experience within the high performing culture showed two 
major themes. These two themes were expectations and foreigners versus locals. 
 The first theme expectations highlights the standards of performance the professional 
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team’s coach and managers have for the seven professional athletes interviewed. The essence of 
this theme describes how athletes react to these expectations. Athletes compare the expectations 
of their collegiate career and their professional career. The feelings within this section are ner-
vousness, focus and indifference. The second theme foreigners versus locals demonstrates the 
division of athletes that occurs on each participants professional team. The foreigners consist of 
any team members not from the host country and the locals are team members from the host 
country. The essence of this theme exemplifies how athletes experience their teammates in the 
professional high performing culture. Participants value shared communication and helpful 
teammates. The third overall theme, expectations, is covered next.  
Theme Three: Expectations 
Key feelings: Nervous, indifferent, focused 
 The first theme expectations highlights the standards of performance the professional 
team’s coach and managers have for the seven professional athletes interviewed. These standards 
varied from league to league as the level of volleyball changed. Participants responded different-
ly to expectations depending on the level of the league they are competing in as well as the dif-
ferences in personalities. Athletes responded to expectations with nervousness, increased focus 
or indifference. The majority of athletes highlighted the difference of expectations between their 
collegiate indoor volleyball career in the United States and their professional international indoor 
volleyball career. This comparison emphasized the expectations a professional athlete faces when 
performing on professional team. Jazmine, in Hungary, described this:  
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In college, I felt that people cared about you and they wanted you to develop and it was 
like a family. Whereas when you’re playing professionally, it’s really a job. So if you’re 
not performing, then you need to find a way to perform or you could get fired. They’re 
paying you to do this so they’re expecting you to perform. 
 The majority of  participants shared this change in perspective. Volleyball was a career 
now and the athletes were paid for their performance. Comparing the two, Nikki, in Finland 
shares:  
The different thing about pro as well is that - if you have a bad game in college, you have 
a bad game. It’s okay, you have next game. If you have a very bad game in pro, you could 
lose your job. They could send you home… It’s all on you. But for college, there’s less 
stakes, if that makes sense. For pro, it’s truly your job and if you don't do well, you get 
fired. 
 The change in consequence for not performing emphasized the standards that were ex-
pected of athletes, whether the standards were more or less attainable than college. When faced 
with expectations and the potential consequences of not meeting them, athletes responded in 
three ways. They reacted nervously, remained indifferent or became focused. Nikki responded to 
the expectation nervously, explaining her inner dialogue during a game at the beginning of her 
acculturation process. “Okay, if I make a mistake, they’re going to think that I’m not good 
enough to keep and then they’re going to send me home… My job depends on how many kills I 
get in this set.” In one participants’ case, her and her team were threatened by owners when the 
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team was not performing to the standard that was expected. Although initially worried, Autumn 
reflects: 
…later on this season we lost six games in a row and the president called a meeting and 
told us he was going to take 25% of our salary. So that was obviously stress-inducing and 
caused a lot of panic… So it’s almost like constant anxiety about, if you have a bad game 
or like “What’s going to happen to you?” “What are they thinking?” “What are they talk-
ing about?”. Especially because they’re not speaking your language… You have to accept 
it. Otherwise you just live with this constant anxiety. 
 Some athletes responded to the different expectations with indifference. This often oc-
curred when the athlete was faced with lower expectations from coaches in professional volley-
ball when compared to the higher expectations of their college team. Hailey and Alexis shared 
this, commenting on the importance of the level of leagues and how lower level leagues are not 
as intense. Alexis shared the differences between the college experience and professional experi-
ence and how she perceived the level of of the league she was in:  
 Well depending on where you go, the places I’ve been it hasn’t quite been as in-
tense as it was in college, as far as training and like—yeah as far as like training and stuff 
goes… It’s not quite as (pause) yeah, as intense. I can’t think of a better word. I mean it’s 
more or less the same except for like we don’t have class in the middle. We just practice 
in the morning and in the evening and then the rest of the time I just have to fill it with 
something. 
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 This lower level league lowered the expectations of what athletes were used to. Some 
athletes, responded to higher expectations with more focus. Brooke shared the differences be-
tween the college experience and professional experience and how she responded after being 
terminated in her first season: 
 Now, especially in the Philippines, I got fired there. So now I know that if you 
don’t perform, there is a more drastic consequence. They can just get rid of you. So now 
it’s more of a “Okay, I have to go out there and try my hardest and improve every day… 
Surprisingly, to me, it’s not more stressful. Like you would think it would be more stress-
ful, but for me it's more of a challenge and so I’m pushing myself a little bit more.” 
Whereas in college it was more of a “meh, what are you going to do, take me out? Okay, 
fine. Which, I mean, I obviously did not like it, but it wasn’t like they’re going to pull my 
scholarship. 
 Additionally, other expectations that were important in college no longer mattered in a 
couple participant experiences. For example, the expectation that the athlete remain attentive to 
the coach. An interesting experience that two participants brought up were the communication 
barriers with coaches who didn’t speak much English in the high performing culture. Majority of 
the time, participants would only be spoken to in broken English when they weren’t meeting ex-
pectations on the court. For example, Brooke offered 
I speak a decent amount of Spanish and get what he’s saying in practice. He doesn’t use 
English a lot, especially like during practice. But if there’s something important that he 
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wants to make sure we understand he’ll say it in English. Especially the scouting stuff, 
like he’ll say “You need to be here” to make sure we know. 
 Similarly, Autumn shared her experience with Turkish:  
I don’t listen. I just sit there. I have a picture of me sitting in a timeout staring into the 
crowd while he’s talking in Turkish. Usually I would think like, “That’s so terrible, I have 
to be engaged” but I can’t understand a single thing he’s saying, so I’m just not going to 
sit there and stare at him like I pretend to know that he’s saying. So I just look around and 
try to imagine something about the game, I don’t know… I know he’s talking to a certain 
player or if he’s doing some sort of motioning—trying to figure out what he’s talking 
about but then, every word here kind of sounds pretty similar so I just give up and start 
focusing on what I need to do on the court. 
 For the participants who had the communication barrier between themselves and their 
coach, it caused them to focus more on their individual performance and rely on body language 
for communication. An interesting experience that was shared by Carly in Germany was the ex-
pectations regarding her contract. Although the only participant to bring up this experience, it 
stood out. Carly brought up the expectations within the athlete’s contract and how it differed 
from college expectations regarding interaction with the media and public. She shared:  
One of our posters was like five of my teammates and they had the tall teammates—but 
they had to have small feet cause it was for this (pause) department store brand. They 
had to dress up in super short dresses and heels and their makeup was done and the cap-
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tion was “Erfurt’s Longest Legs”. And we’re a volleyball team, you know, like in the 
States that would not fly, at all. And here, some teams do swim suit calendars, and lin-
gerie shoots. And it’s like, if it’s in your contract, you gotta do it. Like if it’s PR then you 
gotta do it. 
 Carly’s experience brought a new expectation that other participants had not mentioned. 
The expectation that the professional athletes must adhere to the terms of their contract. Aside 
from this, the changes in the level of the league, intercultural communication barriers and per-
sonality affected how participants responded to expectations. Participants responded in one of 
three ways, depending on these factors. Athletes responded to expectations with nervousness, 
increased focus or indifference. The majority of athletes highlighted the difference of expecta-
tions between their collegiate indoor volleyball career in the United States and their professional 
international indoor volleyball career. This comparison emphasized the expectations a profes-
sional athlete faces when performing on a professional team, whether or not they were higher or 
lower than their college experience. Aside from expectation of their performance, athletes also 
had to adjust to changes in teammates. Opposed to college, where the majority of teams are made 
up of other North Americans, the participants shared the diversity of professional teams and how 
relationships within the high-performing culture formed. The fourth theme foreigners vs locals 
explains the consistent divide seen within teammates across the majority of participants experi-
ences’ while playing professionally in international leagues. The theme foreigners vs locals is 
showcased in the following section.  
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Theme Four: Foreigners vs Locals  
 The fourth theme foreigners versus locals demonstrates the division of athletes that oc-
curs on each participants professional team. The foreigners consist of any team members not 
from the host country and the locals are team members from the host country. These divisions 
occur mainly due to the ease of communication, which—similar to the host culture experience— 
the participants gravitate towards but also due to living arrangements and length of time compet-
ing on the same professional team. The essence of this theme exemplifies how athletes experi-
ence their teammates in the professional high performing culture. Participants value shared 
communication and helpful teammates. The interactions between foreigners and locals differed 
between participants, but the theme of division was prevalent throughout the majority. Brooke 
shared:  
We didn’t really interact with them outside of practice. They were helpful in practice but 
other than that, we didn’t really see them as much cause they lived around the city.  
 The divide was influenced by the temporary nature of professional athletic contracts. Of 
the participants who played more than two years, they only stayed in one country at most two 
years before changing leagues. That being said, there is a chance that the year the athletes’ re-
mained in the same country, they could have moved to a different team. The temporary nature of 
foreigners on teams may contribute to this divide, because if they are only there for a single sea-
son and the locals have been their for multiple, relationships potentially could be hard to culti-
vate. Autumn explained the divide as well as the fact that the locals have known each other for 
longer:  
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I guess the people who are from - who are locals on the team, the non-international play-
ers, they kind of stick together. And the foreigners stick together. You can definitely be-
come friends with them, but they just know each other from before, they kind of have this 
tight-knit group, so yeah, I only really have one close friend on the team. 
 The differences in language as well as place of living contributed significantly to the di-
vision. Nikki shared how although the locals helped her within the host culture, but not the high 
performing culture:  
They really helped me, they were like “this is how most practices normally go, we usual-
ly have so and so many water breaks, we get a lot of time to stretch” so they kind of laid 
out the practice for me before I even went to practice. So that really eased my heart. 
Then, a lot of the girls that are Finnish on the team speak really, really good English and 
so they’ve kind of helped me with learning how to say Finish words and how to say 
things in Finnish. They’ll take us out, if we have a weekend off, they’ll take us out into 
town and we all go out and do things so the – Practice-wise, that was the American girls 
I live with, but the environment of how to be here in Finland, that was a lot of the 
Finnish girls on the team.  
 Other participants did not have the same interaction with locals. Autumn, in Turkey, was 
on her own when it came to interacting with locals in the high-performing culture. She explains 
the dynamic being unable to communicate with her teammates, while she’s the only foreigner on 
the court: 
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They tell you in college, “you don’t have to be friends to play well together, you just have 
to be teammates” and we all thought “you have to be friends” or at least you have to get 
along, and it’s really not the case. You don’t have to get along at all. You have to respect 
one another but besides that I’m not even able to communicate with our setter and she’s 
giving me the ball. I can hardly communicate with her. So, really you just have to learn 
how to work together. That was also an adjustment and interesting for me to learn be-
cause sometimes you stand on the court and have no clue what’s going on. 
 Participants had different experiences with teammates in the high performing culture. 
Experience within the high performing culture showed two major themes. These two themes 
were expectations and foreigners versus locals. The first theme expectations highlighted the 
standards of performance the professional team’s coach and managers have for the seven profes-
sional athletes interviewed. This theme described how athletes reacted to these expectations. Ath-
letes compared the expectations of their collegiate career and their professional career. The feel-
ings within this section are nervousness, focus and indifference. The second theme foreigners 
versus locals demonstrates the division of athletes that occurs on each participants professional 
team. Within the high performing culture, some teammates were helpful, others rarely interacted, 
but the division between local athletes and foreigners playing their first season with that team 
was evident in participant interviews. Living arrangements, language and length of time compet-
ing with the same team. 
 RQ1 was asked to explore the acculturation experience in both the host and high perform-
ing culture of the professional athlete competing overseas. In order to see the impact of the ac-
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culturation process on the athletes performance, RQ2 asks how the acculturation process affects 
the athletes’ perceived performance.  
4.3 Perceived Performance 
 One could imagine that across all the changes one could experience traveling overseas, 
that they could count on their occupation to remain the most consistent or most similar from their 
home country. After all, the court has the same dimensions and the same rules. Some participants 
struggled and others thrived, but there was not a strong relationship between the athletes’ per-
ceived performances and the ease or difficulty of their acculturation experience. For example, 
one participant excelled on the court despite not having close relationships in the host culture, 
without understanding majority of her teammates and coaches and expressing feelings of home-
sickness, loneliness and culture shock most frequently out of all participants. She had been 
named top five of her position in the entire league, among Olympic athletes. Many factors, in-
cluding the position they played and level of international volleyball league impacted how one 
rated or looked at individual athletes perceived their performance. One theme that did stand out 
in a few participants were the feelings experienced at the very beginning of their transition. The 
theme, initial adjustment. The feeling of anxiety and nervousness while integrating into a new 
team atmosphere—covered in the high performing culture section—affected some participants 
initially. The initial adjustment caused performance difficulty at the beginning of athletes seasons 
due to subtle nuances in practice environments when compared to their north American experi-
ence, especially for those competing in their first professional season. Participants commented 
that their quality of play was not necessarily better or worse, just different. 
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 Theme Five: Initial adjustment   
 The feeling of anxiety and nervousness while integrating into a new team atmosphere—
covered in the high performing culture section—affected some participants’ perceived perfor-
mance initially. Carly explains her initial struggle due to a change of play, position and ball, 
Yeah, college was so much easier for me. I don’t know what it was, I just got in as a 
freshman and was just like “alright, we’re gunna play” (laughs). I don’t know, I went 
from a leadership position to kind of like the bottom of the barrel. But not just because—
first of all, it’s so much faster. We have a new ball. The ball really messed me up with 
passing and defense cause I’m playing a position I’ve never played before. It was kind of 
a lot all at once. In the beginning it was really hard because I was used to being solid and 
consistent, and in the beginning and even now it’s like a roller coaster.…I think that’s part 
of the learning process, of like your first pro season. And I’m playing something that I’ve 
never done before, which also is not easy. I think - I mean, like gosh. It’s been like five 
and a half months and I think I’m finally kinda getting the hang of it. 
 Carly was not the only one who had to get used to subtle differences. A few participants 
had to adjust to the differences in coaching styles. Autumn, in Turkey, who was used to being a 
consistent player on her national team experienced challenges in the beginning of her profession-
al international season. She explained:  
When I first got here—okay well, this summer [on the national team] our Italian coach 
was letting me pass like half the court and telling people not to take the ball off me and I 
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felt really confident passing… So he [Turkey coach] was really trying to work with me 
but was really changing my technique to like, lunging at balls instead of getting my feet 
there which is really not like the North American way to pass. So, I mean, I was at a loss. 
At least if I was doing well with my own technique, I could have just resorted back to it, 
but I didn’t. I was doing horrible with it, so I had to try to adjust. So I started lunging at 
balls and that was going really bad and it was all terrible. So I really struggled for a while 
and it’s kind of turning the corner now and I’m doing a little bit better but I thought that 
technique was super strange. 
 Other participants explained that their performance improved as they adjusted to the ball, 
style of play and coaching and level of the league. Participants explained that they feel as though 
they play the same as they did in college. One participant reflected that she felt as though her 
quality of play had decreased, not due to the ease of her transition into her new environment, but 
because of the quality of play around her.  
I think I still have the same mentality as far as going out there and doing my best and 
give 100% effort on everything, every time… As far as actual skill-playing, I don’t think 
I’m quite as good as I was in college and I think that’s partly because—like I said be-
fore—the main focus is on playing not technical work. Skill work helps me a lot and be-
ing in places that you don’t really have the opportunity to work on that a lot is kind of, 
hindered me a little bit… and you know, sometimes—where the level is—you don’t nec-
essarily have to work as hard to be as good, if that makes sense. That’s affected me a little 
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bit… It’s me trying to bring up everyone else’s level… and you try to bring up your own 
but their level is bringing me town. There’s only so much you can do at a certain level.  
 Based on the data, there is little evidence that the ease of an athlete’s overall acculturation 
affected their perceived performance. Subtle themes such as initial adjustment surfaced a few 
times within the data, but athlete’s explained their performance not as better or worse in most 
cases, just different. The examples above show the examples of some difficulties some athletes 
had adjusting to some high-performing culture environmental factors, such as coaching styles, 
change of equipment and level of play. Other athletes recorded little to no impact on their per-
formance, and suggested it had more to do with the level of the league rather than their actual 
performance. Hailey explained this:  
I always thought I was decent. Not great. In Austria, for the league, I was great but it was 
a bad league… Then here, it’s not the best league, but it’s an okay league and I’m doing 
decently. 
 The ease or difficulty of a participants acculturation process had little impact on one’s 
perceived performance. Majority of participants indicated having struggles adjusting to both host 
culture and high performing culture but these struggles didn’t necessarily affect all participants’ 
perceived performance. Minor themes, such as level of the league and coaching styles did occur 
in some experiences.  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4.4 Summary 
 The acculturation process of seven women who play professional indoor volleyball inter-
nationally can be understood in two segments. The first, acculturation process within host cul-
ture, and second, the high performing culture was also analyzed. The host culture experience had 
two themes; out of place and relationships. The first theme out of place described how the ma-
jority of athletes experienced the feelings of discomfort, confusion and awkwardness when inter-
acting with the host culture. Majority of the out of place theme derived from a mixture of behav-
ior, appearance and communication differences between cultures. Athletes described their expe-
riences interacting with the host culture as challenging, but eases over time. The challenges ease 
in relation to how quickly participants learn how to operate within the host culture. Participants 
who became more involved with people within the host culture tended to feel less out of place 
because they either learned the appropriate cultural responses or because they created a place 
with other teammates where they felt as though they belonged. Other participants learned the 
minimum requirements to operate in the host culture for the length of a season while limiting the 
interaction with the host culture, perhaps to feel less out of place.  
 The second theme relationships describes the impact of relationships on the athlete. The 
essence of this theme relates to how athletes interact with their support system from home and 
with relationships in the host culture. Value is placed on contact with existing friendships and 
family members, whether it be in person or through a device. Athletes appreciate shared lan-
guage, and will gravitate towards it. This theme showcases feelings of homesickness, loneliness 
and gratefulness. This theme captures the impact relationships have on the athletes’ well-being. 
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Experience within the high performing culture showed two major themes. These two themes 
were expectations and foreigners versus locals. 
 The third theme expectations highlights the standards of performance the professional 
team’s coach and managers have for the seven professional athletes interviewed. The essence of 
this theme describes how athletes react to these expectations. Athletes compare the expectations 
of their collegiate career and their professional career. The feelings within this section are ner-
vousness, focus and indifference. The fourth theme foreigners versus locals demonstrates the 
division of athletes that occurs on each participants professional team. The foreigners consist of 
any team members not from the host country and the locals are team members from the host 
country. The essence of this theme exemplifies how athletes experience their teammates in the 
professional high performing culture. Participants value shared communication and helpful 
teammates. The impact of the acculturation process had on the athletes perceived performance 
did not provide major themes across all all participants. However, had a subtle theme initial ad-
justment, which consisted of high performing culture differences in coaching style and level of 
league, were mentioned infrequently. This chapter presents findings that describe how athletes 
experience the acculturation process of competing professionally in a country other than their 
own in in both the host culture and high performing culture and how the ease or difficulty of that 
process affects their perceived performance. The evolving themes and sub-themes are presented 
in Figure 3: 
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Theme One: Out of place 
Key emotions: discomfort, confusion
• Physical appearance 
• Spoken/body language 
Theme Two: Relationships
Key emotions: homesick, lonely, grateful
• Support System (family, friends, 
significant other) 
• Teammates/Host Community 
Theme Three: Expectations 
Key emotions: nervous, focused, 
indifferent
• College vs. Pro 
• Contract 
Theme Four: Foreigners vs locals
• language barrier 
• Living arrangement 
• Length of time spent of team
Within Host Culture Within High Performing Culture
Impact on Perceived Performance
Minor Theme Five: Initial Adjustment 
• Coaching style 
• Level of league 
Figure 3: Demonstration of themes
"67
5. DISCUSSION 
I don’t know, I’m just blessed… I’m getting to experience these different cultures and play the 
sport that I love. My experience has been, in general, really great. I think that I really like learn-
ing about new cultures and going to new places so that has been part of the reason why I’m still 
playing and why my experience has been so great. 
— Jazmine, Hungary 
 This phenomenological study explored the experience of seven North American women 
competing internationally in professional volleyball leagues. I was interested in discovering how 
these athletes describe their experience interacting within the host culture and high performing 
culture and how it affected their perception of their performance. I was interested to see if the 
experiences and the emotions felt during the acculturation process were similar between partici-
pants. This study can provide insight for fellow researchers, sports representative agents, in-
ternational volleyball league management, professional team staff and owners as well as athletes. 
The intention behind this study was to add a unique intercultural and acculturation perspective to 
existing literature and to explore if there are any unknown factors within the acculturation 
process. The experiences of seven professional athletes competing in five different European 
countries were captured through face-to-face interviews using video-chatting applications, tran-
scribed and coded by emotions and shared experience, organized into five total themes and then 
separated into host culture and high performing culture. This Discussion chapter weaves together 
the literature and findings and discusses the implications of the results to athletes and profession-
al stakeholders.  
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Connecting to the literature:  
 In Chapter 3, a foundation of literature within the intercultural communication realm was 
established to provide an understanding of past literature on culture shock, intercultural commu-
nication, and the acculturation process in which to base this study. Literature covering organiza-
tional culture within the workplace, organizational culture within elite sports teams, the culture 
shock international students and international student athletes provided insight into what to look 
for—as well as compare to—within the acculturation experience of professional athletes compet-
ing overseas. Although past literature does not specifically explored how North American 
women who compete in professional indoor volleyball internationally experience a change in 
host and high performing culture or their perceived performance while adjusting to it, highlight-
ing similarities and differences against existing literature is needed in order to show the implica-
tions of this study. This chapter will present the literature again and show the parallels between it 
and the themes of the athlete experience in the new host culture, high performing culture and its 
effect on their perceived performance. 
 The empirical studies done on organizational culture provided an understanding of group 
dynamics that this study can compare to within the athletes relationship experiences in the host 
culture and the high performing culture. Weese’s (1995) study stressed the importance of togeth-
erness, respect and a family feel in a group culture as it affected the group’s belief in their orga-
nization and it’s goals. In other words the more energy and time people invest into cultivating 
relationships, the more they buy in to the mission of the group. Similarly, Cresswell and Eklund’s 
(2007) study suggested that burnout syndrome—feeling unmotivated and disconnected— was 
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associated with weak relationships, due to poor communication and a lack of honesty and open-
ness. As suggested in these studies, strong relationships are necessary in order to cultivate a good 
working culture and improve the morale of the employees. This study analyzed the host culture 
and high performing culture of professional athletes and how they interacted with teammates and 
coaches as well. Parallels can be made between the empirical data and the high-performing 
theme foreigners vs locals where participants who had welcoming and friendly teammates who 
invested their help and time to newcomers felt more at home or more connected. The divide be-
tween locals and foreigners only caused discomfort when there were not many other foreigners 
for the athlete to connect with. For example, Autumn, in Turkey, felt burnt out and lonely be-
cause she only had one friend on her team who spoke english. Other participants had other North 
Americans and english-speaking foreigners with whom they could connect with, who could 
teach them about the practice environment and what to expect. Differences between empirical 
studies and this study are the unique communication barriers and intercultural differences be-
tween the employees (or the athletes) that can make it more difficult to relate, communicate and 
cultivate relationships among colleagues.  
 Cruikshank (2013) more recently conducted a study describing that group culture can be 
shifted and improved. It portrays that culture shift must come from the group members them-
selves. It must start with members working with each other to create standards, beliefs and unity. 
Cruikshank acknowledges that group culture can be improved by management or those in charge 
using manipulation. This manipulation comes in the form of forcing team bonding activities that 
focus on group-generated and regulated values, standards and practice. Although few participants 
indicated some teammates were helpful and they spent time outside of practice together, there 
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was no mention of group-oriented goals, whether they were pre-existing or created by the team. 
 The change in culture affected participants whether it subtly or significantly made them 
feel out of place. The frequency and severity of feeling confused and discomfort varied from par-
ticipant to participant but consistently appeared across data creating the theme out of place. Past 
literature on culture shock analyzed culture shock amongst international students, American em-
ployees traveling overseas for work and international student athletes coming to school in the 
United States. Choi and Chung (2014) conducted a study on international students studying in 
Korea and concluded that students who reported an increase of stress due to culture shock in the 
beginning of their acculturation process were more likely to be depressed. This is seen majorly in 
one participant in particular, who along with it being her first season, also experienced signifi-
cant differences between her home and host cultures. The difficulty she experienced while trying 
to get used to language barriers and Turkish culture both on and off the court was high and defi-
nitely affected her well-being. In this thesis’ study of professional athletes, majority of partici-
pants reported changes in culture but not extreme changes. So although majority of athletes ex-
perienced culture shock it was not always extreme. Finding are similar to Choi and Chung’s 
study, where the more athletes felt out of place—where they were experiencing culture shock—
the more frequently they felt homesick and lonely, especially when relationships were weak 
within the host culture and high performing culture.  
 Participants experienced culture shock as a result of a change of culture and lacking the 
skills required of them in communicating interculturally. Ma’s (1999) study on American em-
ployees working abroad showed the difficulty of acculturation when they were unable to com-
plete international assignments because they were unable to adjust. Parallels can be drawn to the 
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athlete experience, where Brooke was terminated for being unable to acclimate to the high per-
forming culture and the expectations the coaches had of her within it. Similarly, Nikki left the 
Italian league she competed in a few months in for being unable handle the lack of close rela-
tionships in the host culture and unable to acculturate to the high performing culture. When par-
ticipants adjusted, culture shock faded and surprising situations became less frequent as athletes 
learned the correct cultural responses. Truax’s (2008) study—also on American employees over-
seas—analyzed the factors that contributed to a successful intercultural experience and decreased 
culture shock. The key, he found, was that participants needed to be able to fully immerse their 
mind and body in the new culture. He stressed the importance of developing relationships with 
others within the culture to increase the chances of a successful experience. Parallels can defi-
nitely be drawn between Truax's study and this study of athletes competing and living overseas. 
Athletes who were able to make relationships within the host and high performing cultures didn’t 
report feelings of homesickness and loneliness as frequently as those who didn’t. Additionally, 
some athletes who made relationships in their new environment adjusted to it faster due to the 
extra help and insight in how things were done. The majority of participants in this study ex-
pressed the natural divide that occurred on most teams between foreigners and locals. There 
could be a relationship between this separation of foreigners and locals and some prolonged 
symptoms of culture shock among participants. Additionally, strong relationships with support 
systems may hinder athletes’ ability to fully immerse themselves, because, as Autumn mentioned 
previously, constant contact reminded athletes of their families and sometimes made participants 
sad following speaking to their support system.  
 The effect of the acculturation process and culture shock on the athlete’s performance in 
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Blount’s (2012) study on international student-athletes at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 
(UHM) suggest that there are multiple factors as to why the athlete experienced a change in 
game statistics—or in this study’s case, performance. The international student-athletes at UHM 
named multiple reasons for a decrease in their performance. The majority listed culture shock 
and homesickness as the main factors, followed by the coaches and team, and finally changes in 
performance climate and regulations. Parallels can also be made between Blount’s results and 
this study. First, the seven professional athletes did not conclusively indicate a relationship be-
tween the ease of their acculturation process and their perceived performance. Some factors 
within the process affected some participants and they were majorly environmental differences to 
get used to, such as coaching style and level of the league. For example, Alexis commented on 
her decrease in performance due to the lower level of talent of those around her. One participant 
commented on the difficulty adjusting to the new ball. Expectations from coaches caused some 
anxiety while performing at times but didn’t necessarily affect the actual performance. These fac-
tors, however, were not repeated frequently enough across all participants experiences to be 
named major themes. Like Blount’s results, reasoning behind changes in performance were due 
to multiple factors within the athlete’s new culture. It varies athlete to athlete and from place to 
place.  
 Finally Schinke’s (2013) study of elite international athletes competing in North America 
found two key themes in their acculturation process. The first was the navigation between home 
and host community cultural norms, and the second, the theme of acculturation loads, where he 
explains that the acculturation experience is shared by both the person coming into the new cul-
ture and the locals receiving the newcomer. The shared acculturation loads theme is not repre-
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sented in the current study. The navigation between home and host culture can be seen in this 
study's out of place theme, where participants struggle between the intercultural responses that 
are automatic from their home culture, and lacking the knowledge of the host culture responses. 
Navigating between home and host was experienced by athletes while living and competing 
overseas.  
 Overall, the similarities are evident between North American professional volleyball 
players playing internationally and past empirical data on international students, Americans 
working abroad and international student and professional athletes playing in North America.  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7. CONCLUSION 
I’m just blessed… I’m getting to experience these different cultures and play the sport that I love. 
My experience has been, in general, really great. I think that I really like learning about new cul-
tures and going to new places so that has been part of the reason why I’m still playing and why 
my experience has been so great. 
          — Jazmine, Hungary 
 The sport of volleyball has been rapidly growing over the past decade, providing more 
opportunities for young athletes to travel abroad and have a paid career in sport. Although other 
studies provide information on intercultural communication, little analysis on the unique, high 
performing experience of professional athletes has been done. Investigating the phenomenon that 
exists relating to how athletes experience the transition from collegiate to professional volleyball 
and how they adjust within the host culture as well as the high performing culture is at the core 
of this research project. I wanted to see how the process affected the professional athlete with a 
rigorous regime and their perception of their own performance. I aimed to explore this unique 
dimension of intercultural research that was unexplored. To accomplish this goal, this study 
posed two main questions. What is the acculturation experience of North American women play-
ing professional volleyball living and competing overseas in a different host culture and high 
performing culture? and Does the ease or difficulty of acculturation affect the athlete’s perceived 
level of athletic performance? The acculturation experience of these athletes varies from athlete 
to athlete, but their experiences together brought forward some themes. The acculturation 
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process of seven women who play professional indoor volleyball internationally can be under-
stood in two segments. The first, acculturation process within host culture, and second, the high 
performing culture was also analyzed. In this study, the host culture experience had two themes; 
out of place and relationships. The first theme out of place described how the majority of ath-
letes experienced the feelings of discomfort, confusion and awkwardness when interacting with 
the host culture. Majority of the out of place theme derived from a mixture of behavior, appear-
ance and communication differences between cultures. Athletes described their experiences in-
teracting with the host culture as challenging, but eases over time. The challenges ease in relation 
to how quickly participants learn how to operate within the host culture. Participants who be-
came more involved with people within the host culture tended to feel less out of place because 
they either learned the appropriate cultural responses or because they created a place with other 
teammates where they felt as though they belonged. Other participants learned the minimum re-
quirements to operate in the host culture for the length of a season while limiting the interaction 
with the host culture, perhaps to feel less out of place.  
 The second theme relationships describes the impact of relationships on the athlete. The 
essence of this theme relates to how athletes interact with their support system from home and 
with relationships in the host culture. Value is placed on contact with existing friendships and 
family members, whether it be in person or through a device. Athletes appreciate shared lan-
guage, and will gravitate towards it. This theme showcases feelings of homesickness, loneliness 
and gratefulness. This theme captures the impact relationships have on the athletes’ well-being. 
Experience within the high performing culture showed two major themes. These two themes 
were expectations and foreigners versus locals. 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 The third theme expectations highlights the standards of performance the professional 
team’s coach and managers have for the seven professional athletes interviewed. The essence of 
this theme describes how athletes react to these expectations. Athletes compare the expectations 
of their collegiate career and their professional career. The feelings within this section are ner-
vousness, focus and indifference. The fourth theme foreigners versus locals demonstrates the 
division of athletes that occurs on each participants professional team. The foreigners consist of 
any team members not from the host country and the locals are team members from the host 
country. The essence of this theme exemplifies how athletes experience their teammates in the 
professional high performing culture. Participants value shared communication and helpful 
teammates. The impact of the acculturation process had on the athletes perceived performance 
did not provide major themes across all all participants. However, had a subtle theme initial ad-
justment, which consisted of high performing culture differences in coaching style and level of 
league, were mentioned infrequently. This chapter presents findings that describe how athletes 
experience the acculturation process of competing professionally in a country other than their 
own in in both the host culture and high performing culture and how the ease or difficulty of that 
process affects their perceived performance. 
 Although the acculturation experience is highlighted with challenges, such as feeling out 
of place, the trouble cultivating relationships within the host culture, meeting the expectations of 
coaches, and navigating through a sometimes divisive high performing culture between the for-
eigners and locals, the participants overall acculturation experiences were positive. All of the 
challenges contributed to personal growth, says Autumn: 
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I think the good times are when you have a good day here and you just—the sun is shin-
ing or I don’t know, you just get to get out, and you’re realizing that your growing as a 
person because you’re experiencing all these things and going through it. When I see 
myself in a situation that I was terrified or made me panic or uncomfortable when I first 
got here and I know how to handle it totally… it’s kind of comforting to know that 
you’ve grown through it, I guess. 
  The majority of participants express gratitude for the sport, which not only helped them 
grow as people, but also allowed them to travel the world and taught them that they are capable 
of much more than they thought. 
7.1 Limitations 
 A limitation of this study is that the results cannot be generalized from the smaller sample 
size.  Another limitation of this study is the lack of range geographically. Participants not only 
are from similar areas in North America, but they all also compete in Europe. This limits the 
analysis by excluding the professional athlete’s acculturation experience with other cultures in 
other international leagues. The participants studied compete majorly in Western Europe, making 
the potential for recording extreme culture shock or acculturation experiences limited. 
7.2 Future Studies 
 In order to gain an understanding of the acculturation process in general, more dimen-
sions of intercultural research should continue to be conducted. By exploring multiple perspec-
tives and their experiences with intercultural communication and the acculturation process, exist-
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ing themes can be supported, or not, depending on what results the exploration of new experi-
ences discover. The information gained from the seven qualitative interviews from this study 
brought forth the challenges of those living and competing overseas. Without much empirical 
data on the quality of life of athletes competing overseas, there is no avenue for aspiring profes-
sional athletes to learn of the experience prior to leaving for a career overseas, unless one per-
sonally knows someone whom they can ask. On top of that, because of the lack of knowledge in 
this area, more research needs to be conducted in order to help athletes better understand the 
process and their rights. More research in this area could better the legal conditions of athletes 
and potentially lead to a regulatory board similar to the National Collegiate Athletics Association 
(NCAA) in the United States to protect the athlete. 
 Future studies should explore a wide variety of players who also experience other regions 
such as East-Asian and South American leagues. Although in-depth interviews uncovered a lot of 
important information regarding the experiences of women playing professional volleyball in 
international leagues overseas, future studies could include more open-ended questions to identi-
fy other important issues facing professional athletes, such as “What are concerns you have be-
ing a professional athlete?” That being said, a specific study of professional athlete contracts 
could be interesting and helpful in potentially transforming the well-being and treatment of ath-
letes by team owners and coaches. Future studies should explore the experiences of professional 
athletes on a larger scale, of both men and women and within multiple sports. 
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APPENDIX A: Salutation Email 
* The following copy will be sent to participants who match participant criteria, and answered 
“yes” to being willing to to participate in a 30-45 minute interview about their experience as a 
professional athlete within the screening survey they filled out. 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa 
Salutation email attached to consent form 
Allyssah Fitterer, Principal Investigator 
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION & PROFESSIONAL ATHLETES: A QUALITATIVE 
ANALYSIS ON THE ACCULTURATION EXPERIENCE OF NORTH AMERICAN WOMEN 
COMPETING INTERNATIONALLY AT THE PROFESSIONAL INDOOR VOLLEYBALL LEVEL 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Subject line: University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa research study consent form 
 
Aloha!  
Thank you for your interest in participating in my research study. If you are receiving this email, 
you have indicated in a recent survey that you would be willing to participate in a 30 to 45 
minute interview about your experience as a professional athlete.  
If you are still interested in this opportunity, please fill out the attached consent form and email it 
back to this email address (fitterer@hawaii.edu). It will explain the following regarding your par-
ticipation in the study: 
Activities and Time Commitment  
Benefits and Risks  
Privacy and Confidentiality  
Voluntary Participation  
Additional Questions & Contact Information 




Graduate Student, University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa  
College of Communication  
"84
APPENDIX B: Interview Questions 
Qualitative Interview: Rough guideline questions for athletes 
・Age:  
・Nationality:  
・Country Competing in:  
・Number of International Seasons:  
Questions: 
1. How did you come to being a professional athlete? What has it meant for you to play profes-
sionally? 
2. If this is not your first time living/competing overseas, what was your first season like? 
Please share your experience. (ex. What was your experience the first couple days when you 
first got to your new living space? and competing space?) 
3. What are the differences between your home and the host culture you are in now? Experi-
ence any difficulties? (understanding host culture cues, language, gestures, religion, tradi-
tions, etc.)  
4. During your stay so far, is there any experience while interacting with the local people that 
stuck out to you? Why did it stick out to you? Please explain how you felt, behaved, and how 
you tried to understand the situation.  
5. Was there a time where you thought the coaching style was different or strange. Please ex-
plain how you felt, behaved, and how you tried to understand the situation.  
6. Did your team do anything to help you get used to your new home/environment (cultural 
norms/practices)? What did they do? 
7. Please describe how you felt being far from home for this amount of time? (How do you 
combat homesickness, and how do you find ways to do that.) 
8. How has your daily life changed living in a new culture? How have the differences between 
here and home affected you personally/emotionally? Please explain.  
9. Can you remember a time where you experienced difficulties interacting with the host cul-
ture? Team culture? (think something was strange?) Please explain how you felt, behaved, 
and how you tried to understand the situation? 
10. Can you describe differences between your old collegiate team and your professional team? 
How have these differences affect you personally?  
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11. How would you compare your performance professionally compared to your collegiate ca-
reer? If you think it is different, what do you think affected or caused the change? 
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APPENDIX C: Consent Form 
Consent Form for Interviews 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa 
Consent to Participate in a Research Project 
Allyssah Fitterer, Principal Investigator 
Intercultural Communication & Professional Athletes: A study on the North American female 
athletes’ experience with culture shock and the acculturation process at the International profes-
sional indoor volleyball level 
Hello! My name is Allyssah Fitterer and you are invited to take part in a research study. I am a 
graduate student at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa in the Department of Communication. 
As part of the requirements for earning my graduate degree, I am doing a research project within 
the field of communication. The purpose of my project is to evaluate the experiences of profes-
sional athletes living and competing overseas. I am focusing on North American professional 
female volleyball athletes living and competing overseas in countries other than their own.  
Activities and Time Commitment: If you participate in this project, I will schedule an 
interview via a video chatting app you have access to at a time convenient for you. The interview 
will consist of 11-13 open ended questions. It will take 30 to 45 minutes. Interview questions 
will include questions like, “What were your expectations before traveling to live and compete in 
a new country?” And “Overall, how do you think your transition from your home country to your 
new one is going?” 
Only you and I will be present during the interview. With your permission, I will audio-record 
the interview so that later I can transcribe the interview and analyze the response. You will be 
one of about 10 people I will interview for this study. I may hire a transcription service to aid in 
transcribing the audio to expedite the process for the time-sensitive reason of submitting my the-
sis on time to graduate.  
Benefits and Risks: There will be no direct benefit for participating in this interview and I be-
lieve there is little risk for participating in this research project. There may be times where you 
will experience discomfort or stress while answering any of the interview questions during the 
interview. You have the choice to skip questions, stop the interview and take a break or withdraw 
from the research study altogether at any time you experience discomfort or if you change your 
mind about participating.  
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Privacy and Confidentiality: I will keep all study data secure on a password protected 
computer and phone. Only my University of Hawai‘i advisor and I will have access to the 
information, unless I use a transcription service. If a transcription service is used, I will ensure 
that the audio recording and transcription is deleted directly from any other device other than my 
own. Other agencies such as The University of Hawai‘i Human Studies Program has the right to 
review research records for this study.  
After written copies of the interviews are completed, the audio-recordings will be erased or de-
stroyed. When reporting the results of the study, your first name will be used to separate the per-
sonal experiences within data but your last name will not be used. I will possibly disclose your 
nationality as well as the country in which you live and compete in. I will not use any other per-
sonal identifying information that can identify you to protect your privacy and confidentiality to 
the extent of the law. 
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this project is completely voluntary and you may 
stop participating at any time. If you wish to remove yourself from the study, there will be no 
repercussions or loss for you. 
Additional Questions & Contact Information: If you have any questions about this study, 
please call me at (517)-488-4476 or email me at fitterer@hawaii.edu. My committee chair, Dr. 
Hanae Kramer, is also available to answer questions at hanae@hawaii.edu. Any additional ques-
tions about your rights as a research participant can be answered by the UH Human Studies Pro-
gram at (808)-956-5007 or uhirb@hawaii.edu. Due to the time changes between you and I while 
I study and conduct research at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, please check the time zones 
before reaching out over the phone.  
If you agree to participate in this project, please electronically sign and date this signature page 
and email it back to me. If you cannot electronically sign, please print, sign, and scan the docu-
ment, then email the scanned page. If you have difficulties with either of those options, please 




Signature(s) for Consent: 
I give permission to join the research project entitled, Professional Athletes Abroad: A study on 
the North American female athletes’ experience with culture shock and the acculturation process 
at the International professional indoor volleyball level. 
Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following: 
___ Yes ___ No I consent to be audio-recorded for the interview portion of this research 
Name of Participant (Print): _______________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature: _______________________________________ 
Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent: __________________________ 
Date: ___________________ 
Thank you! 
